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DEDICATION 


The following work is dedicated to all the wonderful people 

we met during our travels in Manila, too many to mention. 

It is also dedicated to those who should have known better. 
Ultimately, it is to them we should be truly grateful, 

for without them this story would never have been written. 


I get three taps on the shoulder 

And I’m feeling a little bit bolder. 

Now she’s winking and inviting me over 
For a drink and maybe to be her lover. 


Should I go over to her table? 

Yes, I think I am more than able. 

I maybe drinking but I am still sober; 
The night is young, nowhere near over. 


I get up and I cross the floor. 

It’s so easy, it ain’t no chore. 

I sit with her and we both smile, 
We chat and drink for a short while. 


Then she uncrosses her legs, 
Takes my hand, purrs and begs. 
I’m not shy nor am I acting coy, 
Till I realise she’s a lady-boy! 


From The Ballad of the Bazaar 


Part 1: The Prelude 


Chapter 1 
Escape 


Have you ever woken up the next morning feeling like you’ve got the 
biggest hangover in the world and haven’t got a clue where you are? 
Well, that is how I felt when I awoke on that fateful Sunday morning of 
23" November, wondering where I was and what the hell had happened 
to me the night before. I knew something had. My wallet was cleaned 
out, my head was sore—so much so I knew it could not be attributed just 
to the drink—and I felt lousy like I was trying desperately to come out of 
a trance, barely succeeding. How did I get into this state? I wasn’t sure, 
but I was determined to find out. I knew the people I was with yesterday 
were responsible although I didn’t know anything about them apart from 
a couple of names, which were probably phony anyway. And what they 
did to me would eventually affect my whole outlook on life. In the end it 
made me change my mind about travelling. I would never do it again. 

It’s a long story. Let me start from the beginning. 

At the end of October, I packed my bags and locked up my lonely, 
empty flat for the last time, dropping off the keys in my landlord’s 
deposit box, knowing I would never return there. I boarded a flight to 
Dublin carrying only a few belongings, all stuffed into a backpack, with 
my cherished laptop in its black canvas case slung over my shoulder and 
found my seat. I made myself as comfortable as I could in the tiny, 
cramped space. This was only the start of my journey. I had a few 
thousand miles to go yet before I would be reaching my destination. I 
was glad, though, because I was finally on my way after what had been 
over three and a half months of meticulous planning, ever since I made 
that resolution to travel, to find somewhere else I could call a home, even 
if it meant travelling to the other side of the world. 

It was not a decision I took lightly. Things weren’t going well for me, 
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put it that way. In fact, they hadn’t been going right for quite a while. I 
knew deep down inside I was not happy. Travelling seemed the only 
option. I had an epiphany, a calling, if you will, and listened to an inner 
voice beckoning me on to another place. I wasn’t sure where yet, but 
anywhere else was better than here. I spent those few months making the 
arrangements, my main concern being all my possessions. What was I to 
do with them? It soon had me my ruing my decision as I never realised 
how much I had accumulated over the years, questioning why we even 
bother to collect things, or to hoard and surround ourselves with articles 
we don’t really need. Do they vastly improve our lives, or make us feel 
in any way better about ourselves? Is having the latest digital smart TV, 
or shelves upon shelves of books we’d probably never get round to 
reading, or CDs we may only listen to once, really that important? What 
about all those DVDs? Would I ever get around to watching all of them? 
How much simpler our lives would be without these things. We do not 
possess our possessions; they possess us, I quickly concluded. I wanted 
to unburden myself, to free myself in one big magnanimous gesture, by 
giving them all to charity or offloading what I could to friends, only 
holding back those items I considered too precious to part with, stashing 
them in the nearby storage depot. That was my only outgoing for each 
month, no longer subject to paying rent, bills, Council Tax, or forking 
out for a TV licence just for the privilege of watching hours of rubbish. 

Now I was on a mission, a mission of change, to find meaning in my 
life, to reach out and touch something new. 

It was a brave decision as it meant when—and if—I was to return 
there would be nothing to come back to; nothing I could call home, no 
creature comforts, not even a friend’s couch to sleep on. And should I 
return, I would be homeless, of ‘no fixed abode.’ Yet those few friends I 
did have weren’t entirely against my decision: they could understand and 
empathised with my need to escape, to move elsewhere even if it was 
only temporary. Where that would be I was still unsure. 

After careful consideration, and weighing up the pros and cons, I 
settled on the Philippines, or rather its capital, Manila, for three reasons: 
it was said to be cheaper by comparison (approximate cost of living 
estimated at 57%); it was warmer all year round (28 degrees on average); 
and lastly, the native language was English (or so I was led to believe, 
something of a misapprehension). The latter suited me fine as my 
aptitude for learning foreign languages was poor. I struggled with French 
at school. Therefore, it would save me the embarrassment of having to 
learn something I felt I may never truly get to grips with, no matter how 
long I stayed there. 

How long that was going to be I did not know. One major factor that 
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played into the decision-making process was finance: the country had to 
be cheaper as my budget was tiny, despite cashing in two miserable 
pensions, selling off most of my library of collector’s books, plus what 
little money I had managed to save over the past few years. I did not 
expect to be able to live like a king, but I did expect the money to last 
long enough to allow me time to adapt to and appreciate the country, 
although there was one major drawback that needed to be taken into 
account: foreigners aren’t allowed to work in the Philippines unless it is 
remotely, through companies based in their home countries, thus getting 
paid direct from abroad. I had nothing like that to fall back on except 
what I had in the bank. I worked out that if I could keep my expenses to a 
minimum, by staying in low rent hostels, always opting for the cheapest 
food, not buying any unnecessary items, I might be able to stretch it out 
for six months, at the most. Of course, all this very much depended on 
what happened when I got there. It could be the crowning achievement 
of my life or an absolute disaster. Either way, I was not sure and had to 
hedge my bets, doing plenty of research beforehand, studying which 
areas to avoid, what not to do, sticking to the safest places, how best to 
protect oneself, what foods to eschew, as well as pick up a few basic 
phrases that did not require too much effort on my part to learn. 

All of this was carefully mapped out in my mind. Even so, one must 
prepare for one or two unforeseen eventualities, as there’s always the 
possibility of something going dreadfully wrong, like having an accident, 
getting hit by a car, or contracting some serious disease. I took out a half- 
year’s travel and health insurance, at great cost I might add, just in case, 
but I needed to be extra careful in a country that did not offer free 
hospital treatment, as well as making sure I had a few blank cheques 
should I need them. These were necessary precautions as I was taking a 
bold step, visiting a country I did not know and had never been to before. 
Also, I could hardly describe myself as a seasoned traveller: the only 
time I went abroad was on holidays where everything was pre-arranged, 
except one isolated trip to North America many years ago. It was on the 
proviso I would be returning home after a few weeks. I updated my will 
before I left; I was that cautious! 

I chose the cheapest flight available, flying with Emirates, the main 
carrier to that part of the world. To save around £150 I had to go to 
Dublin first. I would soon be setting foot on Irish soil, at three in the 
morning, waiting four hours there before stepping onboard the Emirates 
flight, then heading over to Dubai, stopping over for about five hours 
before finally reaching the last leg of my journey. 

Dublin airport was cold when I walked into the lounge upstairs, 
pleased to still be wearing my warm leather jacket. I looked around in 
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earnest for somewhere to sit, preferably a long sofa where perhaps I 
could lie down and catch up on some much-needed sleep. Everywhere 
the seats were taken except a table in the far corner, the only one 
available. When I sat down, I soon realised the reason it was empty; the 
table was right next to the main doors downstairs. Each time they opened 
a gust of cold wind came in and lurched up over the small balcony, 
making me shiver. I cringed, yet found my eyes closing, praying an 
ounce of sleep would take me away from the reality that was a cold night 
in Dublin Airport. I spent the next hour or so struggling to find a 
comfortable position on a very uncomfortable chair and looked around 
groggily at all the other passengers similarly stranded here, halfway 
between their havens of peace and their homes. Undoubtedly, I looked as 
bad as them. No one looks good at four in the morning. Not enough 
sleep, and feeling dead, I soon drifted off. 

I was on a one-way ticket: there was no going back, at least not yet. 

In my drowsy state I noted an old couple across the floor had vacated 
their sofa. I wasted no time in grabbing my things and heading for the 
inviting space. I curled up, my head resting on my laptop, my backpack 
tucked behind my legs, and dozed for an hour, dreaming of a better 
future where you didn’t have to suffer the cold and misery that was 
Europe all over at this time of the year. 

‘This your first time?’ the older guy beside me asked. 

I simply nodded, strapping my belt in tight, glad I had finally boarded 
the plane, not sure what he was referring to. 

‘I mean, with Emirates?’ he continued. 

I nodded again, muttering a feeble ‘Yes’ after going without proper 
sleep for over 24 hours. 

‘I fly Emirates all the time.’ 

“To Dubai?’ 

“Yes. I live there, but I like to go home occasionally to see my family 
and friends.’ 

‘I see,’ I responded, eyeing him up, then at the rest of the passengers 
who all seemed to be well-to-do people, with this nagging feeling I had 
been given a seat in the wrong class. I checked my ticket and smiled. 
Although I had booked economy class, I was now afforded the luxury of 
a seat in business class. How that transpired I did not know or care. Here 
I could stretch my legs and get comfortable, enjoying such luxuries as 
having my own medium sized TV screen, the sort that swivels out before 
you, with a seat capable of reclining all the way back. 

I pushed the lever on the side and made my head go back slightly. My 
feet automatically came up, and I settled in for the long flight. 

My fellow traveller reached over with an outstretched hand and shook 
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mine. ‘Mike’s the name.’ 

‘Joe,’ I replied. ‘Nice to meet you.’ 

“Yes, it’s the best way to travel.’ 

‘So how long have you been living in Dubai?’ I asked him somewhat 
perfunctorily, knowing this was just a conversation to pass the time. 

‘About twelve years now.’ 

‘Then you must be doing well for yourself,’ I asked, glancing at him 
briefly, trying to discern his age. Possibly early fifties, I guessed, the 
executive-looking type. I could imagine he never got his hands dirty, 
though there were plenty beneath him who probably did. 

“You could say that,’ he replied with a light laugh. ‘I still have a 
house in England, a holiday villa in Spain, and a property in Dubai which 
is owned by my company.’ 

‘That must be worth quite a bit as property is not cheap there.’ 

‘Oh, it’s not, I can assure you. I’m not certain how much it’s worth. A 
lot, I imagine.’ 

I found his voice to be monotonous over time, and although he was 
jabbering away, I began to lose interest: my attention soon wavered. I 
only caught snippets of what he was saying, like he was well on his way 
to being a billionaire, no longer worth a few million, and that he was set 
up for life. I wasn’t, far from it. 

Then dinner was served. Or was it breakfast? I checked the time on 
my phone. It was around 7.00 in the morning now. Scrambled eggs on 
toast with orange juice and a small croissant went down well. This was 
followed by a coffee. I was still fatigued. I doubted even a coffee at this 
early hour could keep me awake though. 

Mike reached for his remote control and started flipping through the 
channels on his screen until he found what he was looking for. It was an 
English crime series which premiered recently on ITV. As I had already 
seen it, I jested about telling him the ending. He begged me not to. He 
was only halfway through the series, having caught that on the way out. 

I then noticed the rather attractive air stewardess came over and 
offered him a glass of brandy. From what I gathered this was his regular 
tipple. She offered me one too, which I readily accepted as it would be 
more than welcome. 

They say that travel broadens the mind, yet it can also dull it as the 
tediousness of getting from A to B, and all the preparation involved, does 
lack that buzz which is only fleeting to begin with, and the journey soon 
becomes a chore, dragging bags behind you, trying to find your seat, 
squeezing past other irritable passengers, then having to sit still for ages 
in a cramped position that only begs for movement—movement of any 
description—to repel the onset of boredom. 
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‘I find a few glasses of brandy usually helps,’ my erstwhile traveller 
informed me, now knocking back a second glass. 

I noticed the stewardess did not offer me a refill. I was evidently not 
as privileged as him. 

I turned to face the other way, my eyes sinking into the black mass of 
sea beyond my window. It was probably only 3 or 4 in the morning here. 
The clock on my phone would need correcting as soon as we landed. 
Then there was another miserable wait of a few hours before I could 
continue the next stage of the journey, more hanging around in airports, 
yet hopefully not as cold as Dublin. 

Despite travelling before, I admit lacking the patience to be a real 
traveller. I just want to get there. I wished it was possible to fast forward 
to the next stage, like stepping off the plane. I could feel my patience 
already deserting me, wondering why I was bothering at all. I’ve never 
been enthusiastic about globe-trotting: the destination is the only thing 
I’m interested in, and to get there as quickly and as effortlessly as 
possible. One finds, though, that after the first few hours the tediousness 
removes itself and a state of indifference intervenes where one is neither 
conscious of time nor apprehensive about it: it is a vague lethargy 
imparted to a longing for the journey to end, with the mind gradually 
accepting it cannot propel itself any faster than the vehicle it is travelling 
in, so therefore it readily succumbs to some degree of capitulation. 

Yet, on the other hand, in the back of my mind, I was excited about 
going to a country I had never visited before. This was something I was 
looking forward to, so obviously I was thrilled. 

The blackness beyond was inviting. I drifted out to it in a light sleep 
that had me curled up on my side, now wrapped in a thick blanket the 
stewardess had kindly offered me. I soon awoke to find the sky was 
getting lighter and beneath, all those thousands of miles below, I could 
make out roads and street lighting, the lights being reflected in the 
myriad waters surrounding the man-made islands connecting lanes of 
traffic which seemed to stretch for miles. I found it fascinating and so 
much more interesting to watch than the TV screen my neighbour was 
glued to. He had probably seen the view many times before; it no longer 
held the fascination it once did. 

The captain informed us we would be landing in Dubai in 30 minutes 
and thanked us for flying with Emirates. Mike giggled like a naughty 
boy: his face was ruddy, his eyes shining with a sheen that could only be 
attributed to generous helpings of brandy. He was sozzled by the looks of 
it. I could imagine him stumbling into the chauffeur-driven limousine 
waiting for him outside. 

We finally landed. I was relieved and quickly grabbed my bags and 
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the leather jacket I had been wearing. 

“You won’t need that here,’ he informed me. 

He may well be right as I was already feeling the warmth of Arabian 
air coming down the aisle. But I would need it upon my return. 

I watched him exit with a small case in hand. He was a short man, 
moving as hastily as possible. I was considerably taller, with legs long 
enough to stride past him. Even so, I found it difficult to keep up with 
him as he dashed for the nearest toilet, all those brandies now evidently 
getting the better of him. 

He was right, I did not need my jacket. I could not believe the 
contrast. It was so warm here you could walk around wearing nothing 
but the flimsiest of clothing. 

I wasted no time heading for the departure lounge and found that 
although it was full, mostly of Filipinos, many of them had arrived early. 
There was a good four hour wait before the plane was due to leave so I 
was thinking they must be waiting for some other flight, not this one. It 
was so full I had trouble trying to find somewhere to sit and ended up 
squeezing between two large Filipinos who were young and somewhat 
surly in their attitude, making no effort on their part to accommodate me. 
Was this what it was going to be like in Manila? It was an intriguing 
question that had me scour all the visible faces: I assumed they were all 
Filipinos, slightly darker than myself (I still retained something of a tan 
from the summer sun) and all had dark hair, typical of Asians. Yet one 
guy stood out. He was white, dressed entirely in white (T-shirt, shorts, 
short socks, and trainers), and busy chewing from a bag of nuts and 
playing with his phone, oblivious of everyone else around him. I got the 
impression he was one of those Americans who have the attitude that it is 
beneath them to talk to others, especially foreigners patiently waiting for 
their flight. 

Again, I found my head nodding. Although I had been afforded two 
or three hours of sleep on the plane, fatigue was getting to me. It must be 
jet lag, for it is always worse travelling from West to East, against the 
clock, so to speak. 

About two hours later I was rudely awoken from a light slumber by 
the jostling of the crowd. Everyone appeared to be heading for the check- 
in. I thought this can’t be right. Surely, they weren’t all going on the 
same flight. Besides, we had at least two hours to go before it was due to 
take off. Anxious, I asked one of the flight crew what was going on, 
perplexed why everyone seemed to be boarding so prematurely. 

‘It takes a long time to get four hundred passengers onboard,’ he 
casually explained. 

What! Four hundred! I couldn’t believe it, then felt a sigh of relief as 
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they opened the business class route first, allowing those passengers to 
go onboard ahead of the pack. I proudly got out my ticket. Only then did 
I notice it was economy class and I was forced to get to the back of the 
queue. With this many passengers I was dreading what it was going to be 
like on the plane: all packed in tight, encased like a tin of sardines. 

My fears were fully founded. By the time I located my seat I noted 
the two guys who had been sitting next to me in the departure lounge 
were making themselves comfortable in the same row of seats. The 
slightly larger bespectacled one plonked himself down by the window; 
the other took the seat next to the aisle. I shook my head in resignation, 
safely stowed my bags away in the upper storage racks, and squeezed in, 
glad I did not bring anything else with me. I deliberately kept my 
luggage to an absolute minimum. | did not want to be burdened with 
heavy suitcases or having to wait ages for them to be offloaded and 
miraculously appear on the carousel. I would leave that to all the families 
and proper tourists: I was a digital nomad travelling light. 

So, this is what it is like travelling economy class on a packed plane, I 
was thinking as we took off. The plane was indeed packed, with not one 
spare seat. I came to the quick conclusion that this class did not suit me 
well. There was never enough room for your legs if you’re reasonably 
tall like me. Also, it was quite irritating how there was always someone 
in the seat in front who insisted on reclining their seat, leaving you less 
space, making it incredibly difficult to get comfy, and nigh impossible to 
view the tiny screen embedded in the back of their seat. Undeterred, I 
resigned to my fate and closed my eyes hoping sleep would take me 
away from all this discomfort. The only way one can get comfortable, 
enough to sleep, is to sit upright with the head keeling over slightly so it 
rests on the chest, with arms tucked in by the sides. Despite the roar of 
the jet engine next to our window, I could feel myself nodding off as we 
ploughed into the cloud strewn sky. 


Chapter 2 
Pros and Cons 


‘I’ve made it,’ I wanted to shout out joyfully as I exited the airport and 
embraced the warm, balmy evening. It was like stepping into another 
world. 

After a journey that had taken me nearly halfway round the earth, and 
practically a whole day to get there, I was proudly strutting across the car 
park, glad to be giving my cramped legs some exercise, and breathing in 
the sweet odour of a foreign country, excited to have that feeling one gets 
where the change of atmosphere is almost palpable, and the contrast in 
ambiance is immediately apparent, something I hadn’t experienced since 
the last time I was abroad many years ago. You can tell you’re in a 
foreign land; everything smells and feels different: it heightens the 
senses, along with an acute recognition of why you have come here: this 
was it; this is what I wanted. I was glad to get away from the drudgery 
that had been my life in England, to experience something fresh, also 
something exciting, to feel alive again, no longer leading a monotonous 
life where time seemed to be dictated by alarm clocks going off in the 
morning, trudging to work on time, having a lunch break, and then 
afterwards anxiously waiting for the clock to tell you it was time to go 
home again. That’s why I needed to wrench myself away, to abandon all 
that banality. And here I was, ready to welcome the night, the people, 
and the culture, with open arms. 

Customs had been somewhat finicky, asking various questions about 
the reason for my coming here as I had no return ticket. I told them it 
was purely for pleasure; I was a tourist, keen to explore their country. 
Then there was some dispute over the number of jabs I had as they were 
still very much conscious of the pandemic here, everyone being forced to 
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wear masks in public places, and prove they weren’t carriers of the 
dreaded plague before being allowed to pass through their gates. I was 
delighted they accepted my negative test, otherwise I would have been 
quarantined, holed up in some dingy hotel at my expense for five days. 
That would have been precious time wasted: now I was free to roam and 
see what this wonderful country really had to offer. 

Once outside I was greeted by puzzled expressions from some 
Filipinos who looked at me as if I was overdressed. They were right: I 
was overdressed, having little choice but to wear my jacket as it would 
not fit in my backpack. Within five minutes I was beginning to sweat as I 
made my way towards the main road. As soon as my foot hit the kerb a 
taxi immediately pulled up. The driver gestured wildly for me to get in. I 
waved him away as I was in no need of transport. The last thing I wanted 
was to be a passenger again. Besides, the small hostel I had enquired 
about was only a few hundred yards away. I was content to walk there 
taking in my new surroundings on the way. It was a good feeling being 
mobile again, moving about by my own volition. Once the road cleared, I 
started to cross. Before I had even got to the other side a young guy 
pulled up on his scooter, stopping right in front of me. I thought he was 
going to hit me. I looked at him. He smiled glumly and gestured for me 
to get on the back. I said no at first. He was persistent enough to make 
me think twice. 

‘I take you. Where you go. I take you,’ he kept repeating, again 
gesturing for me to get on the back. 

This time I consented as I thought it would be a fun ride. 

“Where you go?’ he asked me, taking my laptop bag and placing it in 
front of him. 

I loved the irony. He had already claimed he could take me anywhere 
without asking where I was going. 

“Where you going?’ he repeated. 

I realised it was my first interaction with a native on his own soil. 

‘This hostel here,’ I replied, pointing to the map on my phone. 

‘Okay. I take you.’ 

I felt like telling him to take his time as this was going to be an 
interesting ride. In the back of my mind, I had a niggling feeling he was 
going to overcharge me. I looked like a tourist who’d stepped off a plane 
only an hour ago, and he knew it. I suppressed it and gripped the small 
rail behind me with both hands as we sped off into the looming night. 

It was wonderful, watching all the scenery whizz by, the way my 
driver weaved in and out of the traffic, with the taxi driver, who must 
have done a full loop coming back round, annoyed to see he had lost a 
fare to a brat on a scooter. I smiled and focussed on the road before me, 
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trying to get my bearings, all the while wondering if we were going in 
the right direction. 

I had pretty much memorised the map of this area, south of the 
airport, a place called Parafiaque, or to be more precise just the northern 
part of it, so I thought I knew the layout well enough. I began to think he 
was taking advantage of my ignorance, going up a side street, then down 
another, until I was confused about my location. Then we went round a 
tight bend, and I caught a glimpse of the outside of a church, strangely 
bedecked with Christmas lights. It’s true: they were already celebrating 
the festivities. And it started way back in September! 

He pulled up sharply outside what appeared to me to be a dilapidated 
building, unfit for human habitation. Only the big red sign outside gave 
any indication it was the hostel I had read about: three white letters 
flashed out against the dark sky: OYO. I climbed off and was promptly 
handed my bag back. 

‘Is this it?’ I asked concerned, still uncertain if it was the right place. 

“Yes, this the place,’ he replied, eagerly stretching out his hand for 
payment. 

‘How much?’ 

*100.’ 

I pulled out my wallet and fetched a crisp 100 pesos note fresh from 
the Exchange Bureau. When he saw the wad, he quickly blurted out, 
‘Dollars.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘100 dollars. That’s 200 pesos.’ 

‘Huh!’ I spat, now convinced the stories I had heard about taxi drivers 
and the others were true; they were all conniving scammers, believing 
foreigners were rich and thus could be taken for a ride, literally. 

I didn’t care though. I gave him 200 willingly as I was glad to be at 
my destination. I was looking forward to a good night’s sleep in a warm, 
comfortable bed. 

I watched him as he sped away like a maniac, beeping his horn, 
negotiating the traffic on the main road which ran along the front, 
parallel with the lane adjacent to the hostel, then turned round and 
wondered how you entered this forbidding place. 

To the side was a small dark alley. Would it be safe at this early hour 
of night, I wondered, as I took a few tentative steps into the darkness, the 
bitter, acrid smell of dried cat’s pee too overwhelming to ignore. 

I tapped gently on the wooden door, worried if I tapped any harder it 
might come off its hinges. 

It creaked open and I was greeted by the pretty face of a young 
smiling Filipina. 
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‘Hi, I’m looking for a room for just one night,’ I explained slowly, 
deliberately, in case she didn’t speak English. 

The door was wrenched open wider by a young lad who looked at me 
suspiciously. ‘A room?’ 

“Yes, for tonight.’ 

‘Oh, okay.’ (I was soon to learn that round here ‘okay’ was one of 
these people’s favourite words.) 

He gestured for me to enter. 

I dropped my laptop beside what passed for the front desk, glad to get 
the backpack off my back, and set it on the floor, then took in my 
surroundings. The only reason I had chosen this place was because it was 
cheap, and it looked it; the walls, painted red, were in dire need of a fresh 
coat, and the tiled floor showed cracks here and there, suggesting the 
owner didn’t care too much about the state of his property. 

I then found out that the young Filipino was the son of the owner who 
was out. He proceeded to take the booking, all the while the girl beside 
him kept looking at me. Hadn’t she seen a white guy before? I soon 
found out that she was his girlfriend; she didn’t work here. I smiled at 
her and faced the business-like young man. 

‘ID,’ he demanded, hand outstretched. 

I passed him my passport. He used the camera on his phone to take a 
copy of it, handed it back to me and got me to sign the book. 

‘How much?’ I asked, handing the pen back. 

‘One night, 2,000 pesos.’ 

What? I couldn’t believe it. I’m sure I read somewhere it was only 
supposed to be 1200. 

I didn’t complain and gave him the money (cash), which he took 
willingly then gestured for me to follow him, without even offering to 
help me with my bags. He led me to the back part of the ground floor, to 
the last door on the left, and unlocked it. 

He turned on the lights and the air conditioning. All rooms in hotels, 
restaurants, bars, cafes, etc., here have air conditioning. Any form of 
heating is unnecessary in a country where temperatures rarely dip below 
26 degrees. Here it was always warm, sometimes too warm, even with 
the ACU on full blast. 

As I looked around, I wondered what I had let myself in for. There 
was a Single bed against the wall made up of a thin mattress and a metal 
frame, with only one pillow and a sheet. Next to it was a small rickety 
table, and a sink with a small work surface which formed the kitchen 
area. The sink had a broken tap; it was leaking. The bowl was cracked, 
stained, and the work surface next to it looked like it hadn’t been cleaned 
for years. 


Chapter 2: Pros and Cons 


He opened the door on the side to show me what was supposed to be 
the bathroom (or what they call over here the ‘Comfort Room,’ or CR for 
short). I poked my head round gingerly, not sure if I really wanted to see 
it or not. The shower was very basic, with a small basin beside it, and the 
toilet had a seat but no lid. I would learn over time to get used to these 
unsanitary arrangements: it is not something we English really tolerate as 
our standards are always fairly high, but we do expect certain comforts, 
and this is what fundamentally separates us as it is instinctive, inbred, 
making us permanently judgemental, so much so we are very critical of 
others, and seldom of ourselves, if ever. 

I simply nodded and gave him a fake smile. 

“What about wi-fi?’ I asked. 

He pointed to the note above the light switch, indicating the username 
and password. It would be interesting to see how adequate the broadband 
around here really was as many people commented it was not only slow 
but also unreliable. He handed me the key and let himself out. 

‘Salamat po,’ I thanked him as he left, determined to demonstrate I 
was keen to speak some of the lingo, what little I had learnt before mak- 
ing my way here, and closed the door behind him, then turned to face the 
room again. 

It wasn’t exactly the Ritz, yet it would have to do. On my tight budget 
I was going to have to get used to it. I needed to keep my expenses to a 
minimum, to make what money I had in the bank last as long as possible. 
Therefore, cheap dives like this were going to be the order of the day. 

The first thing I did was to unpack and get out some fresh clothes to 
wear, laying out my short-sleeved shirts, T-shirts, and shorts so they 
could get some air, had a quick shower, relieved to find there was some 
warm water, not hot, yet still satisfying, even if there wasn’t any soap 
available (I didn’t bring any with me as I mistakenly believed all hostels 
would provide such essentials) and dried myself with the only towel 
available which was threadbare and on its way out, having long outlived 
its usefulness, and got dressed into my silk jogging bottoms which felt 
cool against the skin. 

I pulled over the rickety table, making it parallel with the bed, and got 
out my laptop, plugging it into what appeared to be the only socket in the 
room and powered it up. I wanted to write about my experiences in this 
Asian country, as well as keep in touch with all my friends and family 
back home. Those that did not empathise with me were aghast that I had 
taken such a drastic step as to leave the U.K., with no more in my head 
than the stupid idea of trying to make something happen by getting away 
from there as far as possible. 

Surprisingly, the wi-fi was working. I made a few comments on 
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Facebook, letting everyone know I had arrived safely and there was 
nothing to worry about. I told them it had been a long stressful flight, but 
I was glad as I so hated the winter in England. I also made some of them 
jealous by telling them I was only half-dressed, yet still warm, even with 
the ACU on. I then took my first real steps in committing to writing what 
I was experiencing in a foreign land, and what I hoped to gain, giving all 
my aspirations, and started to compile a list of the pros and cons of 
Manila, something I had done on my previous travels. I was always 
interested in seeing which side of the list was longer than the other. In 
most places I found the cons to usually outweigh the pros. There were 
always too many things wrong with them, like the obligatory tipping 
(especially in America), the prices (not as cheap as expected), tourist 
traps (they seemed to be rife), hostels being too cramped, etc. Would it 
be any better here, I wondered. I had four weeks to make up my mind 
whether I liked the place or not, and the only way to do that was to get 
out and see as much of it as possible, then I would decide. 

After about an hour I soon found the not-so-inviting bed beckoning 
me to sleep. I closed my laptop and lay down, still apprehensive but 
happy I had made it. The worst part was over, the flying. Now I had 
arrived and now all I had to do was explore, leaving my mind open so as 
to not be too judgemental. I liked what I had seen so far, and tomorrow it 
may be another story. It may be great, or it may change my mind, 
wishing I was back home again. Yet in no way would I be feeling home- 
sick. As far as I was concerned, there was no home. That had all gone 
now, a thing of the past: there is only the future, and that I was looking 
forward to tremendously. 

With the lights turned off, the only sound I became aware of as I lay 
there sprawled across the bed, looking up at the low ceiling, was the soft 
humming of the air conditioning unit. A few minutes soon passed before 
it seemed to lull me into a swoon, and I succumbed to the advances of 
fatigue. 


Chapter 3 
Hey Joe 


The morning greeted me with a smile. It was a warm, sunny day, or what 
I could make out, judging by the tiny hole near the top of my end wall 
that passed for a window. I was partially excited, as well as perturbed, 
still wondering whether I had done the right thing or not. 

Waking up in a foreign country certainly brings it home to you and 
makes you realise the consequences of the drastic steps you have taken. 
Was it worth it coming here? Will it work out? What will happen if it 
doesn’t? Then what will I do? 

I tried to shake these doubts out of my head and sat up on my bed. At 
least I slept, or think I did. It wasn’t comfortable. The humming from the 
ACU turned into the occasional groan and roused me slightly, then I fell 
back to sleep, leaving me feeling groggy, otherwise okay. 

I looked at my room. It was only temporary, I knew that, but I could 
not help thinking, is this what all my efforts had come to? Staying here, 
in this hovel? I pondered on whether Manila would live up to my 
expectations, as much as I hoped. Will it welcome me or spit me out like 
so many other tourists who had fallen into its clutches or forced to flee 
from its incestuous jaws? 

I had given up everything—well almost—to get this far, and now I 
was being plagued by uncertainty, questioning my own convictions. 
What was the point of being retrospective about it? There was no going 
back. Not now. I was here, and it was here I was determined to carve out 
a new future for myself. 

So far, I had yet to make any real mark on the world, so to speak, and 
always considered myself to be average (‘Average Joe’ everyone used to 
call me), nothing special, not exceptional, just a regular okay guy who 
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seemed to get by, yet one now determined, once and for all, not to fall 
into that old trap of having to work for a living, or see the prime years of 
my life slip away with little or nothing to show for it except a bit more 
money in the bank. A new life here was not a guarantee of success, by 
any means, yet I was hoping, and somewhat strangely, a change in 
perspective, especially seeing how others here lived, would bring about 
an internal change, an attitude shift which would enable me to be more 
positive about life in general and thus better enjoy the little things it has 
to offer, those things which others seem to derive so much comfort from: 
they had eluded me so far. 

This trip was merely a prologue to a different way of living, perhaps 
better than what I had been used to, as I had read how easy-going it was 
here, how friendly the people tend to be, and how devoted they were to 
both work and family life, all of this boding well for a more positive 
future. If only I could meet someone, a native girl, who would see me for 
simply being the man I was, nowhere near rich, not unintelligent either, 
but trustworthy and reliable, like any other Joe. (I learnt beforehand that 
Filipinos tended to call all white guys Joe, regardless of where they came 
from.) I had heard that many Filipinas were looking for men like me to 
settle down with, to look after them, to make them happy and give them 
a reasonable life. But I also knew that such companionship came at a 
cost, for if you were friendly with a Filipina you also had to be likeable 
to her family, who had the right of approval, and if you took the grave 
step of marrying her, you were not only married to her but also to her 
whole family, and thus expected to provide for them as well. That kind 
of precluded me as I was not rich enough to be in a position where I 
could keep to that side of the arrangement. Conversely, if I was fortunate 
and came across a rich one who could provide for me then it would 
change matters somewhat. But this was highly unlikely given that most 
of them here were poor, with only around 5-10% being rich, or at least 
comfortably well off. And the only way to bring about a favourable 
circumstance where I could possibly meet such an ideal was to get out 
more, to put myself in the right places, where I was likely to meet them, 
like staying in plush hotels, dining out in the best restaurants, shopping in 
exclusives malls, etc., all of which, needless to say, I could not afford. 

I dismissed such ruminations and settled for a shower instead, not 
surprised to find the water was only lukewarm—what can you expect in 
a crummy joint like this—and got dressed, then made my way up the 
stairs to the rooftop. This was a very simple open-plan layout with 
corrugated iron sheets for a roof, the sheets being welded to upright posts 
bolted to the floor, the latter painted the same dull red colour as below. A 
few wooden seats were scattered here and there in the shaded area, none 
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of them looking particularly comfortable, and the only area exposed to 
the sun was at the back by the laundry room and washing line. (It is 
interesting to note everyone here leaves their washing out in public. The 
clothes soon dry very quickly in this climate. Also, people are in the 
habit of hanging their clothes inside out, something we don’t do back at 
home. That may be more practicable, I thought.) 

I chose a seat by the far side, near the front of the building, and sat 
down and watched with fascination the early morning traffic parading 
endlessly up and down the dual carriageway, churning out a cacophony 
of sounds, and concluded it must have been this noise that awoke me. It 
was so loud you could not even hear the planes taking off in the distance. 
I marvelled at the non-stop flow of vehicles all going about their busi- 
ness, tailgating one another, with no let-up in sight. Cars, trucks, lorries, 
buses, airport shuttles, motorbikes, tricycles, and of course the obligatory 
jeepneys. The latter make a godawful sound every time the driver gives it 
some throttle. It’s very distinctive and sounds like a loud wet fart. Over 
the next few days, I would get used to it, but even so did they have to be 
that loud? 

These noisy machines, with their highly polished silver sides, some 
often painted in garish colours with kitsch designs, displaying logos like 
‘Jesus is God’ or ‘God is Great’ painted above the windscreens, were 
based on jeeps leftover from the Second World War. From the front they 
look like jeeps, but the wheelbase has been considerably extended to 
accommodate the long seats facing parallel to each other on the back, 
enough for twenty or so passengers. They all have a low roof and an 
open back door with one or two simple steps. To the sides of this have 
been welded handrails to help you climb in, or, if the vehicle is fully 
packed, it enables a desperate passenger something to cling on to. I had 
already seen them clinging desperately to the rails as they stood on the 
steps precariously whilst the vehicle was in motion, something which 
would not be tolerated in more ‘civilised’ countries. These vehicles are 
very basic indeed. Over time they have become so prevalent in the 
Philippines you see them on every street. They have come to epitomise 
everything that represents modern Filipino culture, its ability to absorb 
Western ideas, utilising them in a unique way, and are now considered 
icons: for most people here, they are the Philippines. 

Jeepneys are often packed with passengers, squashed together side by 
side. Most of the time you sit in a cramped position facing your fellow 
passengers, the open glassless windows behind you allowing a bit of 
refreshing air to waft through, probably the only comfort these machines 
afford, and thankfully the journeys are short. In all parts of Manila, they 
are the only means of transportation for the poor people who cannot 
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afford a proper bus. 

I thought maybe a few hundred had been left over and modified for 
passenger use, but judging by the amount on this street alone, there must 
be thousands. I gave up trying to count them and just watched, surprised 
to see that often the passenger in the front seat was allowed to sit there 
with his leg hanging out of the side, oblivious of any danger. When they 
came down the other side of the carriageway, so the driver’s side was 
visible, I noticed most of them had a spare wheel bolted next to where 
the driver’s door should be. If there was a fire on the passenger side, how 
the hell was he supposed to get out? 

My viewing was disturbed by an old man coming up to me and 
saying, “Hey, Joe.’ 

How did he know my name, I mused, knowing here it was a given 
generic name. 

‘Hi,’ I replied, not sure who he was. 

“You take room 106 last night?’ 

“Yes, that’s right.’ 

‘Tt okay?’ 

“Yes fine, thanks.’ 

‘Good.’ 

It soon became apparent this was the owner, a scrawny man in a 
raggedy tank-top, old football shorts and worn-out shoes, who looked 
like he had been out in the sun too long, his dark brown skin slightly 
wrinkled, his face etched with disappointment, though he had friendly 
eyes that appeared to smile at me. 

‘Um,’ I began, not too sure how good his English was, ‘I may stay 
another night. If that’s alright with you.’ 

‘Sure, you stay, Joe. Just make it 1,500.’ 

‘Good, that’s fine by me.’ 

I dug into my money belt and reached for my wallet, pulling out a 
crisp 1000 and a 500 note. His scrawny hands clasped them tightly and 
he backed off, not without shaking my hand first. 

I quite liked him. Never got to know his name but figured he was 
affable and had nothing against foreigners. Then I thought of his son last 
night, who had charged me 2,000. Was that because it was a last-minute 
booking, or was it because he was taking advantage of my desperate 
need to have a room for the night? How trustworthy are the Filipinos 
towards their foreign invasive intruders? Do they like them and welcome 
them with open arms? Or are they envious of their presence, brooding 
with a certain amount of hostility as if we should not really be here? I 
decided I would find that out by going for a walk. Besides, it was gone 
ten o'clock and my stomach was rumbling. I now faced the enormous 
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challenge of finding some edible food to eat, preferably something that 
would not affect me adversely. 

I had already heard too many horror stories about the food here, how 
they love it, but how it is not agreeable to Western stomachs. Most of 
their diet consists of rice mixed with various meats, like beef, pork, 
chicken. It is the staple diet, as all over Asia. But there are some 
foodstuffs I would not touch, like balut which is a duck egg that has been 
fertilised. The developing embryo is boiled or steamed, then eaten whilst 
it is still in the shell. Just one look was enough to put me off, yet it was 
said to be a native delicacy here in the Philippines, considered something 
of a health food. Street vendors were said to sell their wares from egg- 
filled baskets, shouting ‘Balut, pinoy, balut,’ etc. And there’s many 
others I’d come across upon my travels, some I was brave enough to try, 
others I faced outright revulsion simply at the thought of sticking it any- 
where near my mouth. 

Out on the strip that runs parallel with the dual carriageway I came 
across many vendors selling food from makeshift stalls on the side, most 
of them taking up the pavement, or what should pass for a pavement, 
necessitating pedestrians to use the road near the kerbside. (As I was to 
discover later, in parts of the city cars are allowed to park on the 
pavement forcing pedestrians to walk on the road, thus risking life and 
limb. It has become so customary nobody questions the safety impli- 
cations.) They were selling balut, pork dishes called lechon (I noticed 
freshly roasted pigs on a spit leaning upright against the walls, the flesh a 
deep yellow, almost golden, and heard they sell for around 8,000 pesos 
for the whole carcass), beef dishes (some on skewers like a kebab), 
chicken dishes (many of the birds complete, with white skin, but no idea 
how long they had been there), as well as other offers, very little of them 
really tempting. It was only eleven o’clock in the morning, and here they 
were already preparing for their lunch-time diners. 

Napoleon called England a nation of shopkeepers. The Philippines is 
a nation of food-eaters: this nation is obsessed with food, in all its 
variety. I was staggered by how many stalls were selling food, yet hardly 
any of it looked inviting to me. Also, I had been advised to never buy 
food from these stalls as there was no telling how fresh the products 
were. I would have to find a fast-food restaurant instead. 

I was about to turn the corner down a side street when I bumped into 
the owner of my hostel. 

‘Hey, Joe, where you going?’ he asked, convivially. 

‘For a walk,’ I replied smiling. 

Then he clenched his fist and knocked it against mine. This quite 
surprised me as I always thought it was a distinctly English/American 
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custom, especially amongst young lads on the town. 

I watched him saunter back up to his place and wondered how long he 
had been there, most of his life probably, and then started down the side 
street trying to find a piece of pavement to walk on safely. 

Most of the roads here are absent of real pavements, particularly on 
the side roads, yet when there is a pavement, it tends to be narrow, far 
narrower than the American sidewalks where you can walk three or four 
abreast. Here the pavement is no wider than one man, and many times 
you will find that there are obstacles in the way which appear to have 
been added as an afterthought, quite forgetting about the mobility of 
pedestrians, as if they have no importance, or were secondary to the main 
concern here: cars using the roads. Pedestrians should always be wary 
when walking on a pavement. Not only do you have to walk round such 
obstacles as posts, lamp posts, street signs, and other things that get in 
the way, but also the rough and uneven surfaces, the holes and cracks, 
the obtruding bits of metal one can easily trip over, and the dog faeces 
that nobody bothers to clean up. Often you will find garbage tossed to the 
side, now piling up so high it obliterates the pavement so you are forced 
to step round it and hope nothing sinister is lurking on the other side, 
then bang your big toe against a stone slab that is jutting up two inches at 
an angle to the other slabs, and end up negotiating a battlefield in order 
to get from A to B. 

In England, of course, none of this would be tolerated. Councils 
would be liable to pay out thousands of pounds in compensation should a 
pedestrian trip and fall due to uneven pavements. Here they just don’t 
care, and my fifteen minutes’ walk soon proved my theory correct: the 
people here are so used to it they have become accustomed to this way of 
life. I watched in fascination many of the Filipinos walking down these 
pseudo-pavements wearing only flimsy flip-flops, many of them having 
dirty feet as if all the accrued dirt could no longer be expunged from their 
feet. I had wisely chosen a pair of sandals with rubber reinforced toecaps 
to prevent me crushing my toes, but even so once or twice I stubbed my 
foot against something and soon made sure I watched where I was going. 
I also noticed that being white and British, as well as reasonably tall, 
comparatively speaking, I drew a few furtive glances, and when my eyes 
met another Filipino’s who was propped against the side, they would 
often smile. I smiled back to demonstrate I was friendly and even said 
‘Hello po’ to those that took any notice of my presence. I did not want to 
appear outwardly hostile, but keen to show I was prepared to immerse 
myself in their culture, to learn things, to be open-minded, to try and 
acclimatise myself to this way of living; laid back and docile, just like 
the dogs and cats that littered the roads and pavements that showed no 
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interest in me, not even raising their heads to check me out, or wag their 
tails in excitement. It was as if it was too much trouble for them. Not one 
dog barked at me. Not one cat ran away when it saw me. They were quite 
happily curled up in their own indifference. In England it would have 
been in stark contrast where dogs are wont to bark and snap at your 
heels; these lethargic creatures made no such effort as if I didn’t exist. 

When I reached the bottom, it turned out to be a cul-de-sac. I crossed 
the street and made my way back up the other side without being 
interfered with. Only once or twice would a young Filipino greet me in 
English. I would reply with a hello in Tagalog just to show that I was 
friendly. Again, it was my way of appearing genuine. Then when I 
reached the top, another elderly man saw me. 

‘Hey, where you going?’ 

I smiled at his inquisitiveness. Was that the only phrase they knew in 
English? 

‘I’m going to get something to eat,’ I replied. ‘Is there a McDonald’s 
round here?’ 

‘Sure, Joe,’ he responded, pointing down the main road. 

How did he know my name? Everyone here appeared to know my 
name, I joked to myself, and went in search of some food to satisfy my 
grumbling stomach: nothing I’d seen so far interested me in the slightest. 

Apparently, there were McDonald’s here on nearly every major 
corner. They vie with the other chain Jollibee which is said to be more 
appealing to Filipinos because the food is geared better to their palate, 
whereas McDonald’s has been embraced here purely because it is such 
an American institution. Like the jeepneys, this was another example of 
the East adopting Western culture. 

I was quite surprised, when I walked in, to find this one was full of 
Filipinos. Not one foreigner in sight. Then I realised after my short trip I 
hadn’t come across any foreigners at all, although Manila was supposed 
to be full of them, expats from the U.S. and U.K., loads of Australians 
and New Zealanders too, many coming here for the ease of living, the 
quiet life, and the sustainability of a medium sized pension, something 
they would not be able to get back at home. I had yet to see any. Perhaps 
I was in the wrong place, I pondered, as I queued up to get served, 
handing over 100 pesos to the girl behind the counter who smiled back at 
me. At least I think she smiled. Like the rest of the staff here she was 
wearing a mask, with only about half of the patrons doing likewise. I 
didn’t bother with mine. I left it in my back pocket, thinking only if it 
was deemed necessary then I would put it on. Also, it seemed futile 
wearing a mask in a place where you came for dinner. How were you 
supposed to eat if you had to wear a mask? 
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I stood back to move out of the way of the other people trying to get 
served and noticed I was getting some sharp looks from all around. Was 
it because I wasn’t wearing a mask? Or was it because I was white? I 
ignored them and waited patiently. The service here was about the same 
as in the U.K. Not efficient, just reasonable, enough to get the job done 
without raising any complaints. 

I took my order and settled down by the window and tucked in. This 
was the first meal I had since arriving, and I was going to make the most 
of it. I am not a big fan of fast food, I must admit, but I didn’t think my 
stomach was feeling adventurous enough to try anything exotic—yet. 
The burger and fries went down well, washed down with an ice-cold 
Sprite. The meal, I mentally calculated, cost about the same as in the 
U.K., which surprised me as I was led to believe it was supposed to be 
cheaper here. The price rises in Europe were obviously having a knock- 
on effect, I concluded, with Manila keen to keep up with the rest of the 
world, thus not so cheap and therefore less inviting to foreign travellers. I 
could not help it, but every time I looked at a price in pesos my mind 
automatically converted it into English pounds, a habit that would soon 
die out as I became more immersed in the country and forgot about the 
pound altogether. Besides, it makes no difference. It is how much you 
have in the bank that counts, and soon I would have to find an ATM and 
start making withdrawals, with an additional charge. There was no hurry 
yet though. I had another night in Parafiaque then I’ll try somewhere else, 
possibly in search of those elusive expats just to get their side of the story 
and learn what it was that made them come here in the first place. 

I wiped my mouth and left the table, making my way to the big door, 
and held it open to let a Filipina in first. She did not thank me, walking 
straight past me as if I did not exist. In England we have manners. Here I 
noticed there was little in the way of that. And then as I walked further 
up the road, just to do some reconnaissance, I also noticed many of them, 
both male and female, regardless of age, appeared to be of the same type: 
indifferent to manners. When I stepped out of the way for one guy so he 
could squeeze past me, he made no effort to acknowledge my polite 
behaviour. At first, I found it rude, like when I attempted to cross the 
road and the driver did not bother to slow down or let me pass. Again, 
my English mind kicked in: there had been a change in the law recently 
where the Highway Code stated it was mandatory for cars to stop for 
pedestrians who have the right of way. Pedestrians appear to have no 
rights here. We are seen as nothing but an inconvenience to drivers, 
something in their way, and best ignored. 

‘Sir, you have to use the crossing,’ a young Filipina shouted at me, 
pointing up the road. 
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I took one look at her and the crossing and thought it would not make 
any difference. None of the cars appeared to be stopping for pedestrians 
up there, so why should it make any difference down here? 

I simply smiled at her and walked on, squeezing past a motorbike that 
was struggling to get through a blockage, and a big 4 x 4, and felt a sense 
of relief that I had made it to the other side intact. I wanted to cross over 
so I could get a good look at the creek. It flowed towards the main road 
and under it. On this side there was a better view. 

Upon reaching it I was disgusted to find it wasn’t clear nor blue, just a 
light murky brown as if full of floating mud, and God knows what else. 
Baliwag Creek was not only distinctly unhealthy looking it also smelt 
bad as of sewage. I followed it down, not surprised to see any wildlife in 
it; no ducks, no fish, just floating flotsam and jetsam as if it was being 
used for a dumping ground and stood there wondering how it could get 
to be this bad. Why were the people prepared to live with it like this? 

It is interesting to note, in passing, that the etymology for the word 
Tagalog is said to derive from the words ‘taga’, meaning from, ‘ilog,’ a 
river. Thus, Tagalog stems from ‘taga-ilog,’ meaning people living along 
the river. This would have been true in ancient times when the first 
settlers were establishing themselves along the river. Looking at it now, 
reminded me of the importance such waterways once had in the lives of 
the people, an importance now apparently forgotten. 
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“Where you going?’ 

I half-expected to hear the rest of the usual refrain, ‘Joe,’ and turned 
round to see a stout Filipino with short, cropped hair and tattoos on his 
arms smiling at me. 

‘Just walking,’ I replied, taking in the people sitting round the table 
behind him. All of a sudden, my interest in the flowing water below 
subsided and I wondered what was going on. 

‘It’s my birthday,’ he said, as if to enlighten my inquisitiveness. 
‘Come, sit down. Help me celebrate my birthday.’ He pulled out a chair, 
one of those cheap plastic ones, and gestured for me to sit. ‘Come, sit.’ 

“Yes, you sit with us,’ his friends shouted, waving their glasses, all 
smiling. 

‘No, you’re okay,’ I told him, slightly wary about such an invitation, 
still trying to get my head round the way people lived here. 

‘No, sit,’ he uttered again as if he had already had a few. ‘It’s my 
birthday. ’'m 40.’ 

‘A good age,’ I joked. 

‘Come, come.’ 

He was determined that I should sit with him. In the end I relented. 

“Yes, sit. You have drink with us,’ his companions chimed. 

I sat at the table facing them, with the creek flowing languidly behind 
me. I looked at the food spread across the plastic table under the small 
canopy wondering how much of it was edible. 

From a bucket of ice tucked under the table he pulled out a large 
bottle of beer and poured some of the contents into a plastic cup and sat 
it in front of me. 
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‘This for you.’ 

I was about to take it when he did something extraordinary. He used a 
pair of tongs to pick up a tube of ice and dropped it in the cup. Back in 
England this would have been considered sacrilege as you never mix ice 
with beer; being water it will affect the taste and ruin it. 

He then handed me the cup and gestured for me to drink. Its contents 
appeared innocuous enough. His friends goaded me on by lifting their 
cups in unison, as did he, beckoning for me to join them. 

‘Happy birthday,’ they all shouted and chinked their plastic cups. 

I repeated the same and took a mouthful of what appeared to be a 
strong beer. 

‘It’s good, yes?’ 

I nodded with approval and the next thing I knew he was topping up 
my cup. 

‘My name’s Antony. You are from England, yes?’ 

I nodded again. ‘Yes, I’m British.’ 

Then he faced his friends and said something in Tagalog. Turning 
round to face me he said, ‘I tell them you from England. I tell them I was 
right. These are my friends and family. They help me celebrate today.’ 

He chinked my cup again. I did the same. ‘Well, congratulations.’ 

‘How long you been here?’ 

‘T only arrived yesterday.’ 

‘How long for?’ 

‘Not sure. Maybe a month. I automatically get a 30-day tourist visa.’ 

‘Then we go out and have a few drinks. I show you a good time in 
Parafaque.’ 

Was there such a thing here? So far, I had seen little sign of it: no 
decent clubs or bars to go to. All I had seen was a parade of shops, 
mostly selling food. 

As if reading my mind, he then said, ‘Here, you try.’ 

He handed me a plate of some pieces of meat covered in batter and a 
thick sauce. Not cold nor hot, only warm, and picked a piece for himself 
using his fingers. I did the same. 

‘Thanks.’ I took a bite. It was pork, admittedly quite tasty. ‘Not bad.’ 

All his friends and relatives cheered me on and encouraged me to 
relax and get involved. 

“What’s your name, Joe?’ one of them asked. 

I smiled at the irony. Would they believe that was my name? 

‘Joe,’ I told them proudly. 

They each intoned the name in their own way as if querying what I 
had told them, some of them pulling bemused expressions. 

‘Joe!’ Antony shouted boisterously, sniggering, then patted me on the 
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shoulder with a big friendly hand. 

I soon noticed his leg was almost touching mine under the table. As a 
reflex, I shifted to the side slightly. Although I could see he was wearing 
a ring, thus obviously married, there’s always something uncomfortable 
about another man getting too close to you, as the French are wont to do. 
Here I supposed it was natural for them, their warm way of greeting, 
whereas we Brits prefer our social space not to be intruded upon, unless 
of course it’s with the opposite sex. 

I listened as he started telling me all about his job, how he drove 
Ferraris, Porsches, Maseratis, etc., for a living, making out his parking 
attendant job was more grandiose than it seemed, yet he was so convivial 
and jubilant I could not help but like this newfound friend. 

‘Kaibigan,’ he would often announce, and I learnt it meant ‘friend.’ 

‘Joe, you come here next week, on Wednesday. It my day off. I cook 
you the best meal you ever had. You forget all about the shops, what they 
sell is nothing like what I make. I cook you real good meal. You not 
bring anything. You not bring money. I pay for it.’ 

‘Thanks, that’s very nice of you ...’ I started to say. 

‘Sure. We have good time.’ 

Not wanting to upset my newfound companion as I was uncertain 
how long I would be staying in this part of Manila, I simply replied, 
‘Sure. I’ll come.’ 

We chinked cups. He refilled mine until the bottle was empty and 
grabbed another. There were plenty more under the table, I noticed. 

As I took another sip it soon dawned on me, | was already getting 
quite merry, even though I was not drinking on an empty stomach. When 
he put the bottle down, I picked it up and examined the label. Red Horse 
is a specially brewed beer in the Philippines. All Filipinos appeared to 
drink it, as if it was the nectar of the gods. I examined the label but could 
not find any alcohol per volume notice. Going by its taste, I guessed it 
must be about 6%, if not more. 

‘Strong beer, yes?’ Antony rhetorically asked. 

“Yes, very strong.’ 

I later found out it was 6.9%. Considering most strong beers are 
around 5% that was pretty much above the average, with there being talk 
of an even stronger version called ‘Super Strong.’ I dreaded to think 
what that could do to you after having only a few, or what kind of head 
you might wake up with the next morning. 

“Yelo!’ he complained. 

“Yelo?’ I looked at him inquisitively. 

He pointed to the bucket. All the ice had melted: ‘yelo’ means ‘ice’. 

‘Ah, I see,’ I nodded with understanding. 
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He got up to fetch some more. As soon as the seat was vacated a 
younger friend of his occupied it. 

‘So, Joe,’ he started, leaning forward, looking me directly in the eye. 
‘What’s it like in England? I want to go there.’ 

I smiled at his naivety. ‘You wouldn’t like it in England.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘For a Start it is cold. Right now, you would not be able to sit outside 
like this, unless of course you had a coat on and was wearing a woolly 
hat. You wouldn’t like it,’ I repeated. 

“Yes, but you have beautiful girls there with white skin.’ 

I laughed inwardly. That was another reason why I left, to get away 
from English girls and their supercilious attitude, in stark contrast to 
those here who were said to be more down to earth, and having no 
pretensions about themselves. That was something else I was determined 
to find out. 

I nodded. ‘Yes, there are some beautiful women there, but I prefer the 
girls here.’ 

‘Ah, you like our Filipinas.’ He gestured to a couple of girls sitting 
behind him. I wondered if they spoke English or understood what he was 
saying. ‘They are pretty, no?’ he continued. ‘You like?’ 

“Yes, I like,’ I replied, smiling at them and taking them in deep. They 
were both young and did not seem too bothered about being the subject 
of our little conversation. 

‘Maybe you take one as asawa.’ 

‘Asawa?’ J asked in ignorance. 

“Yes, asawa. You know, companion, close, live with.’ 

‘Ah, you mean, wife.’ 

“Yes, wife.’ 

I wanted to laugh as if he was here to set me up with one of the two 
pretty girls. 

Then he turned to them and said something in Tagalog, which got 
them both giggling. 

“What did you say to them?’ I asked. 

‘I told them you rich man from England looking for pretty asawa.’ 

I laughed at that too. I wish I was rich; the idea did indeed amuse me. 
It also amused the others who were quite happily getting drunk on Red 
Horse, eating what scraps were to hand in between smoking endless 
cigarettes, as if Antony’s birthday was an excuse for all-out liberal self- 
indulgence. 

After several minutes I was getting somewhat irked by the lad, glad to 
see Antony return, hoping we’d continue now with decent conversation. 

For a 40-year-old man he was well built with quite a bit of muscle on 
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him, and quite capable of looking after himself. Antony plonked the 
replenished ice bucket on the table, went to the side by the edge of the 
creek and with his back to us relieved himself, then rejoined us as if 
nothing had happened. He lit up a cigarette, sat back and said, ‘If you 
want to go, just go there.’ 

I looked to the direction he was pointing, where he had just been, and 
resigned myself to wait till I got back to the hostel. It was still early, 
nearly evening, yet even so, I did not think it appropriate to relieve 
myself in public. “You certainly wouldn’t see that in England at this time 
of the day,’ I told myself, and attempted to get back into a serious chat, 
his English being reasonably good. 

We talked about the weather, wearing masks, the working hours, and 
the poor pay. 

I was about to say something when I felt someone clutch my shoulder 
and spun round to be confronted by an old man with a grizzly face. 

‘Hi, Joe.’ 

‘Hi.’ 

“You our friends now, okay?’ 

‘Okay. I like the idea of that,’ I replied and smiled. 

He took it as a cue to sit next to me, patting my knee. Again, I felt 
uncomfortable, then looked to my host for an explanation. 

‘That’s Henry, my uncle. He a great man, done many things.’ 

“Yes, that’s right. Antony tells me you are a writer.’ 

‘An aspiring one,’ I corrected him. 

I looked at the framework of this man’s body. Yes, it looked like he 
had done things, for most of his body could only be described as used 
and wiry, with no ounce of fat on it, except the chest which was bare. He 
had mitties, we call them, not overly developed, yet to the point where 
they were sagging: every time he moved, I had to suppress a smirk 
because they wiggled just like a woman’s. 

‘Great. So, you write my life story. Yes?’ 

‘I would love to, Henry, but I don’t know anything about you.’ 

His dark eyes smiled and beamed with a knowingness. ‘You will do. 
I’ll tell you all about myself.’ 

‘My uncle has done many things,’ Antony interrupted, now slightly 
slurring his words, his eyes sparkling with inebriation. ‘He’s been all 
over Asia, fought the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, was a pirate north of 
the Philippines smuggling coffee, cigarettes, you name it, and has lived a 
full life. Yes, po?’ 

“Yes, I have lived a full life,’ he replied, again patting my knee. ‘And 
I want someone to write about my exploits.’ 

He began to tell me about all of them as well as his accomplishments, 
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which appeared to be endless. As I listened it got to the point where I 
kind of respected him. He was 71 years old, and for these parts that was 
old. As there is no National Health Service here, few live to a ripe old 
age as they cannot afford to get the treatment they need. I could see my 
narrator must have had some treatment as he still bore the scars which, in 
their exposure to the sun, showed up as bleach marks against his dark 
skin. He had a good command of English, and not only could he speak 
Tagalog and other dialects of the country, but he was also fluent in Thai, 
Chinese and Korean, as these were the people he used to deal with. He 
then stopped briefly to take a sip of his beer, lit up a Marlboro cigarette, 
the packet to me looking smaller than the proper brand, yet incredibly 
cheap, only 150 pesos, and resumed his narration with that air when one 
know all ears are listening, and proceeded to regale his trapped audience 
with one anecdote after another, not exactly enthralling all of us as I 
noticed one or two people slip away as if they had heard these too many 
times already. I wondered what would happen when I got to his age. 
Would I be the same, surrounded by my kids, sharing precious memories 
that would soon be lost after going to my grave? Funny how old people 
have nothing to offer but memories, I thought, and took another sip of 
my drink. 

My host immediately topped up my cup and added another chunk of 
yelo to it, then nodded his head and sat back like someone who had 
plenty of time on his hands. 

‘See, Joe, that is what I have done. Worth writing about, yes?’ 

I nodded as if to assure him it was, yet in the back of my mind I had a 
sneaking suspicion much of it was undoubtedly made up, or at least 
embellished. He had that knack of painting himself as some sort of hero, 
one who has never failed in his endeavours or made a mistake; a winner, 
not a loser, many of his stories being overly elaborated upon to make the 
point. I could not help but smile at his wizened old face. 

“You promise you write about me?’ he asked as he got off his seat, 
not only patting my knee this time but wiggling it as well, and purred, 
‘Good,’ when I nodded again. 

‘I promise.’ 

He laughed and left the table. It was a false promise as I did not know 
how long I was even going to be in the country, let alone Paranaque. 

With some Dutch courage inside me I decided to turn round and face 
the couple of girls who were still sitting behind us. 

‘Hello po,’ I said, trying hard to impress them. 

They giggled, as expected. Maybe I didn’t sound convincing enough. 

‘Hello po,’ they replied in unison. 

The one to my left then said, ‘Hi. So, you are a writer?’ I nodded. ‘A 
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famous one?’ 

‘Not quite.’ 

‘This is Gina,’ she told me, gesturing to the girl sitting right in front 
of me. As I glanced at her she immediately looked away. ‘She’s famous.’ 

‘Really? In what field?’ 

‘I’ma YouTube influencer,’ she replied in almost perfect English. 

‘I see,’ I responded, surprised by her delivery. 

I examined her more closely, then the man sitting next to her who 
appeared to be a younger version of Antony but more muscular, also 
tattooed. One look told me this was her boyfriend: she’s taken, hands off. 
Yet that did deter me from probing her some more. 

‘So, what do you do as an influencer?’ 

‘She influences people,’ her friend jumped in, laughing, thinking she 
was being funny. 

“Yes, I understand that, but in what way?’ 

‘She shows women how to be more assertive, to be better as women, 
making them feel more confident,’ her friend answered for her, then 
turned and asked her, ‘Don’t you?’ 

The girl simply nodded, with her boyfriend casting me a suspicious 
eye. It did not perturb me. 

“She has over 55,000 followers,’ her friend continued. 

She seemed to be speaking on her behalf as if Gina was incapable of 
fending for herself. Yeah, a highly influential influencer! 

‘Really? That’s a lot.’ 

“Why? How many followers have you got?’ 

‘Not as many as that.’ 

‘How many?’ she demanded, now getting impatient with me. 

I thought Filipinas were supposed to be shy and taciturn. This one 
certainly wasn’t. 

‘Not many, not even half that.’ 

“You’re a writer, yes?’ 

“Yes, for magazines, things like short articles, reviews, news items, 
etc., nothing major.’ 

‘She’s younger than you and more famous than you!’ 

God, I was being grilled on the spot. These girls were not reticent at 
all: they were the opposite of what I expected. 

I turned away, as if feigning losing interest, especially when they 
started speaking in Tagalog between themselves. This was something, 
over time, I would learn to become accustomed to. Many Filipinos prefer 
to speak in Tagalog: it is their mother tongue after all, preferring to only 
speak English when required to do so. The average foreigner knows little 
if anything of their language, therefore Filipinos have the advantage over 
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us, knowing full well we’re incapable of understanding a word they are 
saying. These two were evidently talking about me. The occasional 
glance in my direction confirmed it, then the sheepish look, then the 
whispered inference, followed by a polite giggle. I used to get it all the 
time back in England; I thought I had left all that churlish nonsense 
behind. Obviously not. 

My mind automatically slipped back to England. Have I really left it, 
I wondered. Isn’t it still with me somewhere? Am I not still carrying all 
this junk around, all that useless emotional baggage, full of tainted 
memories and irrelevant emotional attachments? Like the Buddha, a 
seasoned traveller needs to find the perfect balance of non-attachment, to 
never become attached to any one place for too long as he is always 
moving on, going elsewhere. Not only must the baggage he carries be 
light, but also the load in his head. He must free himself from attachment 
to material things, to worldly possessions, and to hang-ups associated 
with his past, so they no longer hinder his progress, otherwise like 
shackles they will forever his restrict movement, blocking access to all 
possible futures. For me, my map was laid out: my path was clear. 
There’s only forward and onward: no going back now, I had to keep 
telling myself. 

Antony disappeared only to momentarily return with another crate of 
beer, more bottles of Red Horse needing to be drunk. He passed them 
round like a messiah handing out bottles of water to the needy and 
thirsty, and one to another old man, equally wiry, who had incredibly bad 
teeth and looked like he recently had a fight with a barracuda, most of his 
raggedy top hanging loosely about his shoulders. He sat himself down, 
grinning away, like this was all one big party. He was handed a bottle 
and, amazingly, he flipped the top off just using his thumb. I had never 
seen that before. Antony attempted to mimic him. The lid refused to 
shift, and he ended up cursing the bloody thing whilst everyone else 
laughed, including me. Nursing a sore thumb, he handed me one and 
gestured for me to do the same. Now, I might have been slightly 
inebriated, but certainly not stupid enough to try a trick like that knowing 
full well I was liable to damage myself. The old man grabbed the bottle 
and demonstrated again, flipping the lid with ease between forefinger 
and thumb. There was certainly a knack to it, and the old man laughed 
knowing I would never succeed. Another drink, and this time I tried. 
After a few minutes I gave up. There was no way to get the lid off 
without using an implement for leverage. I’ve seen people use their teeth 
or the lid of another bottle, but never like this. As if to show me how 
easy it was, he grabbed a fresh bottle and did the same again, sending the 
top flying through the air, and thrust the now open bottle in my hand. I 
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poured the contents into my cup and automatically found I was reaching 
for yelo, dropping it in as Antony looked on smirking to himself. We 
chinked cups, amused over that. 

“You come next week. Yes? I treat you. I make you special meal ...’ 

Like a drunk man he was repeating what he had already said. All I 
could do was nod and promise, as insincerely as that might have been, 
with little intention to cause him upset by refusing. I had no real plans for 
next week, yet I doubted if I would still be here. To keep him happy I 
simply agreed. We chinked once more. He disappeared into his small 
house on the narrow lane. I looked up and down, as far as I could see to 
each end. 

It was now early evening; the sun was beginning to set. As it slowly 
got darker more and more people came out onto the street as if this is 
what they were wont to do every evening. They did not stay in and watch 
television: they came out and sat round tables, eating, drinking, talking, 
merrily enjoying themselves, making the utmost of this, the best time of 
the day. Back in England we are so conditioned to the winter we rarely 
venture outdoors let alone sit outside. It is hardly inviting, being too 
inclement, and much worse with the harsher months soon to come. It is 
impossible to be outside without feeling some discomfort, unless fully 
wrapped up and embracing a friendly fire. Instead, we sit around the 
television all winter, being engrossed in the programming schedules 
specifically laid on for our entertainment, missing the great outdoors: 
there’s a whole world out there to explore but we settle for a digital 
substitute instead. When the summer arrives, we then abandon indoor 
entertainment and try to make the most use of the good weather, 
knowing it will not last long. Here they did not need to as the weather 
was generally good all year round, apart from the occasional downpour 
during the wet season. Did people here watch television anyway, I 
wondered, as I had seen little of it so far. Was there such a thing as 
Filipino TV? Again, I left England to get away from all that, sick and 
tired of watching the same old rubbish, revolted by TV presenters who 
were being paid hundreds of thousands for doing very little each week. I 
found I had become so accustomed to the schedules I could tell what day 
of the week it was, even what time: my life used to revolve around 
television. I needed to get away from that routine. Being here now I soon 
forgot about what series I was missing out on, no longer thinking of 
them, my mind occupied with more important things. The seasoned 
traveller, I concluded, must learn to be free from TV! 

My thoughts were quickly brought back to the present with Antony’s 
return. In his hand he had a large platter loaded with something wrapped 
in aluminium foil. 
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‘Here, you try this,’ he said eagerly, depositing it in front of me. ‘Be 
careful. It still hot.’ 

Slowly he unwrapped it. I could see it was a boiled fish with the tail 
and head missing. A hiss of steam came from the freshly cooked carcass. 

I watched him take a spoon and plunge it into the body of the fish, 
scooping out a huge chunk. He dropped it on the dish in front of me. 

“You try,’ he said, gesturing wildly like a drunken man who is 
generous with his possessions. 

‘What is it?’ I asked, hardly a big fan of fish—too many small bones. 

‘Fish,’ he blubbered. 

“Yes, I know it is fish. What type?’ 

He said something in Tagalog. I did not understand what he meant. 
To not disappoint my kind host, I used a fork to gently cut away a small 
piece from the chunk in front of me and thought how much easier it 
would be if only they used knives round here! I forget the reason. It must 
be something to do with their culture as knives are not considered part of 
their dining etiquette: it seems Western influence has not extended that 
far, yet. The fish tasted delicious, and I nodded with approval. Not only 
had it been perfectly boiled, it also had been treated with butter to add 
that extra flavour. I finished it off and sat back, already feeling full. Then 
I noticed nobody else was following suit: the fish on the platter remained 
untouched. Everyone was bloated, so satiated and full they could not eat 
another thing. 

The feast was over. I decided it was time to go before it got too dark. 
I thanked my generous friend once more, not before exchanging links on 
Facebook, and bade goodbye to the rest of his family and friends who all 
waved back and smiled, with his renowned uncle gripping my hand 
firmly, again reminding me of my onerous task: to write his biography. I 
simply shook his hand in return and nodded. 

I made my way back up the lane that would take me to the main road, 
back to the hustle and bustle which passed for life where it was perfectly 
normal to get almost run over by scooters trying to sidestep the cars in 
their way by riding up on the pavement, then back onto the road again, to 
be followed by others eager to make their way in a city where there was 
just too much traffic, the people frantically brushing past me, making me 
aware it was now the rush hour, past the same cats and dogs not paying a 
blind bit of notice to the new stranger in their midst, and safely returned 
to my room for an evening of quiet reflection, making additions to my 
list of pros and cons, updating my Facebook page, telling my friends all 
about the wonderful people I had met so far, and had a warm shower, 
then bed. 
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I awoke after a refreshing sleep. Due to a slight hangover, it took a few 
seconds to get my bearings. I had the strange expectation of waking up in 
my old room, then I realised where I was, a room in a hostel in Manila. 
Last night was the first time I got drunk in this country, whereas back in 
my hometown I was used to going out with friends and having a few 
drinks, then waking up in my bed feeling the same way. 

The air did not feel pleasant as if clammy and dead: it was too stuffy 
in here. I adjusted the settings on the ACU to get fresh air circulating in 
the small room so I could breathe. The stupid window wouldn’t open so I 
had no other choice. 

A cold shower soon brought me to my senses, and I started to wonder 
what I would be doing today. I met a really cool, good guy yesterday. 
Having formed some sort of alliance, I was wondering if the same could 
be found elsewhere. I was now keen to explore other parts of this town, 
rather than go back the same way. I wanted to meet more people, see if 
they were like him, equally friendly and hospitable: Antony supplied all 
the food and drink yesterday, not once asking for anything in return. 
Would others be of the same persuasion? 

I decided to stay one more day in this basic but convenient hostel and 
went to find the owner. He was glad to have me for a bit longer and I got 
the impression, through his creased smile and friendly eyes, that he 
rather enjoyed having me around. After all, I appeared to be the only 
foreigner here. And I was staying with him. Didn’t many come here then, 
I wanted to ask him. But he went off shuffling his feet in those cheap 
rubber shoes of his that reminded me of clogs. 

I made my way back to the rooftop and sat in the same chair, again 
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admiring the view below of the main road. It was as if I was watching a 
replay of yesterday’s traffic, the same endless flow of vehicles all going 
off somewhere, who knows where. It was almost trance-inducing. The 
hubbub, the continuous noise of engines, the flashing steel of bright, 
shiny bonnets, and also the glare from windscreens as the sun bounced 
off them, etc., all created a dazzling display. It sent me into a profound 
swoon as if my mind was filled to the point where it could not take in 
any more impressions, suffering from a surfeit of sensations. I sank in 
my chair for a good hour, practically oblivious of the passage of time, till 
I was roused from my stupor by a loud clanking noise behind me. 

Turning my head, I could see a big, young Filipino busy hauling a 
metallic object up the concrete stairs. Each time it hit a step it made a 
clang that rang in my ears. He made no effort to apologise for disturbing 
me and acted as if I wasn’t there. Perhaps I was being harsh, thinking he 
had no manners, yet it was gone eleven so he could hardly be accused of 
waking anyone up at this hour of day. He wasted no time in unfolding 
the thing and laying it out on the floor. I watched him intrigued. It was a 
cast iron frame like an old camp bed, the sort you would find in a tent. 
He then unrolled a thin mattress and laid it out across the frame. Surely, 
he wasn’t going to be sleeping up here tonight. Was he that destitute he 
could not afford a room with a proper bed? The big lad went back 
downstairs. An old woman, who was busy washing clothes in the back, 
had been watching me. She smiled at my expression. 

I went over to her, hoping she spoke a modicum of English. 

‘He’s not sleeping up here, is he?’ 

“Yes,’ she replied, laughing, revealing bad teeth. 

‘Why?’ 

‘He get kicked out of last place. Nowhere else to go.’ 

I looked at her, then back to the makeshift bed. If I wasn’t careful, I’d 
end up the same way, sleeping on a rooftop with only a corrugated sheet 
of metal above my head, no windows, with the barrage of all that traffic 
and unhindered sunlight waking me up in the early hours. 

Again, the old woman laughed as if reading my mind. 

I tore myself away from the dreadful thought and made my way back 
downstairs. My stomach was demanding to be fed. I wondered if there 
was anything edible to eat around here and checked my phone; it was 
getting on for noon, nearly lunchtime. My body clock was now in sync 
with the real world. I bravely headed out the door. 

This time I decided to go west and followed the main road up, still 
trying to find something like a decent bit of pavement to safely walk on, 
gave up and stuck to the side of the road, as most people round here do, 
putting up with the sounding of horns beeping behind me, to either make 
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me aware of the driver’s presence or to get out of the way, with one Loud 
Wet Fart going right by me, the people in the back looking over their 
shoulders at the peculiar white guy hogging the road. Again, I felt I was 
an inconvenience: I shouldn’t really be here as if being disconnected 
from them, the stranger that I was. After all, we had little in common 
except occupying the same space and time. 

On the corner I came across the small church I had seen the first night 
I arrived, the bright lights across its front displaying Santa on his sled, 
then went round another comer, not sure where this led. It took me to 
what appeared to be nothing but a back street running alongside the 
creek, opposite to Antony’s place, with a 7 Eleven on the corner. I had 
heard there was one of these shops on nearly every corner. What I hadn’t 
heard was that each one seemed to have its obligatory beggar who would 
open the door for you, eagerly wait for you to exit with some change, 
hoping you would deposit a few coins in his outstretched hand or cup. I 
decided to ignore him. I did not ask for him to be there, nor to open the 
door for me. As far as I was concerned, if he wanted to do that, then fair 
enough. I did not see why I should have to pay for the privilege. I am not 
a miser; I don’t like tipping, especially where I feel it’s not warranted. 
All I wanted to do was walk in and buy something to eat. 

I brushed past the smelly man, who probably hadn’t had a wash in 
two weeks, and stepped into a cool, refreshing air-conditioned shop. I 
was greeted by a big woman behind the counter, the first time I had seen 
a large Filipino. Nearly all I had come across so far seemed to be fit with 
not even one ounce of excess fat showing, as if there was no such thing 
as obesity here, quite surprising given how much they eat and their fond- 
ness for food. 

‘Morning, sir,’ she said politely, with two other young Filipinas 
giving me the once over as I walked in. 

‘Hello po,’ I simply replied and searched for something my stomach 
could handle. 

A quick perusal of the shelves told me that really Manila was not that 
cheap. My mind was still converting pesos into pounds: it was the only 
way to gauge good value for money, whether an article for sale was a 
bargain or not. The crisps and biscuits and chocolate bars appeared to be 
equivalent. The drinks, like Jack Daniels, Jim Beam, Glenfiddich, etc., 
appeared also to be the same, if not slightly cheaper. 330ml bottles of 
San Miguel, at 44 pesos, were the same (I think about 65 pence), 
although it was hard to judge as they weren’t available in the U.K. Then I 
looked down to see more bottles of Red Horse, the same we had been 
drinking yesterday. My stomach heaved. The last thing it wanted was to 
have any more of that strong beer. I settled for a hot dog instead which 
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you retrieve from the heated glass cabinet yourself, using a pair of tongs 
hanging on the side. I picked up the already cut roll, laid it in the open 
bag and slipped in the sausage as if I had done it many times before— 
this was in fact my first time—and did it without the hot dog falling out 
of the roll and landing on the floor. I took it to the counter and whipped 
out some change. 

‘Would you like that warming up?’ the big Filipina asked. 

“Yes, please,’ I replied, surprised at her good customer service. 

She put it in the microwave behind her for a few seconds and waited 
whilst I paid her, still trying to get my head round these coins which had 
no value as far as I was concerned. The diameter of a 1 peso seems to be 
of little difference to five pesos coins, making it easy to get them mixed 
up, not helped by the old coins still being in circulation, which was 
causing me some confusion, the only recognisable coin being the large 
20 pesos with its distinctive silver centre. Due to my unfamiliarity, I 
fumbled around, pretending to know what I was doing, and gave her the 
wrong ones. She promptly corrected me and took the right amount from 
my open hand. I was not making a good impression. 

‘Salamat po,’ I responded, determined to make it sound natural. 

The ping reminded her my hot dog was in the oven and now ready. 
She handed it to me with a smile and gestured for me to take a table in 
the far corner. As I did so, making myself comfortable on the slightly 
small, unsteady wooden bench, I noticed a couple of schoolgirls enter, to 
be followed by more, all wearing the same blue uniform. There must be a 
school nearby, and this is where they buy their lunch. 

I took a bite of my hot dog, relishing it since it was the first thing I 
had eaten all morning, then waited for the impending giggles as the girls 
looked over their shoulders to see a white man sitting by himself in the 
corner. They giggled, of course. It was inevitable. After all, they were 
only young, probably early teens, and had little experience of men. Or 
did they? Someone once remarked girls of the Philippines tend to be 
sexually precocious, as if almost slipping into womanhood as soon as 
they hit puberty, and like an old friend of mine used to say, ‘If there’s 
grass round the wicket, it’s time to play cricket.’ But I found no sexual 
interest in these girls whatsoever. They were simply silly girls who had 
yet to grow up. 

I ignored them and concentrated on the visible world outside my 
window, pondering on what was going to happen to me if I did walk all 
the way down the road to the end. I was trying to take my mind off the 
schoolgirls in the shop, desperate to ignore them, only to be confronted 
by more as they gathered outside, and couldn’t resist looking in. I must 
be something of a novelty round here. Perhaps I was. I had still yet to see 
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any other white folks in these parts. Didn’t they come this way? Was it 
because there was little of touristy interest here? There were no historical 
buildings or sites of significance like ancient churches or monuments, no 
natural spectacles like waterfalls or cataracts, only lots of rundown 
buildings with unsanitary conditions, wild cats and dogs that lingered 
and defecated everywhere, old broken-down vehicles still waiting to be 
repaired, and row upon row of food stalls selling unsavoury food—to the 
Western mind, that is. 

I finished my meal, pleased that it was at least edible, and thanked the 
lady on the way out only to be confronted by the old guy brandishing an 
empty hand before me as he opened the door. 

‘Salamat po,’ I uttered and brushed past him again, and the gaggle of 
giggling girls, as I courageously made my way further down the road, 
determined to follow the creek. Again, on this side it seemed unwelcome 
and uninviting as it sluggishly made its descent to the south, carrying 
more flotsam and jetsam, like empty plastic bottles and beer cans, dead 
branches and leaves, the occasional plastic bag, and pieces of driftwood. 
I felt an affinity with it as if I was carrying all this rubbish: it too was 
slowing me down. I wondered why the authorities had little compunction 
to clean it up, to make it presentable, and not such an eyesore. 

I kept the creek to my right and continued south. There was no 
boundary here: it made little difference on which side of the creek you 
were, for both sides appeared to be equally poor. I did not know what to 
expect, perhaps thinking I would be greeted by a different facet of 
Parafiaque, one more favourable to Western eyes, and considered that I 
was being rather prejudicial: I should open my mind, and not be so 
steadfast in my adherence to intrinsic Western values. 

Life here was very different. This was proved by the young boys 
playing basketball in the middle of the street, their bodies practically 
naked, with no shoes on their feet; the dogs roaming round smelling each 
other’s asses, mindless of the people; the cats all scrawny and skinny as 
if under-nourished, yet too lazy to chase after any nearby rat or mouse as 
if all that sun was having a soporific effect on them; the women hanging 
out their washing on the long rail by the creek, eager to get their things 
dry, showing little modesty about their underwear being visible to all and 
sundry; the men sitting on plastic seats on the side of the road smoking 
their cheap cigarettes, occasionally nodding to anyone they recognised, 
totally impassive to everyone else, looking as if they had all the time in 
the world. Perhaps they did. 

Yes, it was a very different world. Yet one should not so easily 
dismiss it as such, nor shy away from it, for this was their world, and this 
was the way they lived. It was as if they were saying, ‘Welcome to 
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Manila, a place like no other. You are welcome here to find its charms 
and our warmth as the arbiters of this city. May we, its people, eclipse all 
the quirks and imperfections that make up our great city, enough for you 
to find here, somewhere, a place you can eventually call home.’ 

It is said that Filipinos bear no signs of racism towards us foreigners, 
that it is totally absent, yet they hardly welcome us with open arms 
either. That is not to say that some don’t, but from what I had seen so far 
many of them prefer to remain impartial, quite happy to let us walk 
around in their towns and cities: ‘Just don’t interfere with our way of 
life,’ they seemed to be saying. Many I noticed didn’t seem bothered at 
all, not even raising an eyebrow. Only one or two would go out of their 
way to raise a hand and say ‘Hi.’ Most of them treated me with respect 
and humility, and I loved the way they said ‘Sir’ every time they 
addressed me; that is something you do not often hear back in England. 
Unfortunately, there is a small population who do resent us being here, as 
if we were invaders, and will gladly make snide remarks as soon as our 
backs are turned. With a superficial attitude their acceptance of us is 
nothing but a facade, something they use to cover over an inner 
contempt. How much of that is true I do not know, as I had seen little 
evidence of it so far. Further, I had not witnessed much in the way of any 
discriminatory attitude, said to be based on religion, skin colour, dialects 
spoken, even place of birth. The only way to really find out was to 
immerse oneself deeply in their culture: I intended to do so by getting to 
know them better, picking up some of the jargon, and be as open-minded 
as possible, without prejudice or having any a priori assumptions. 

It was a tall order, one which could not be measured by logic and 
reason, but only empirically by direct experience. I was ready to do that. 

Again, one or two of the folks I went past said ‘Hi,’ some even raised 
their heads and nodded, with one young lad giving me a high-five 
shouting, ‘Welcome to the Philippines,’ which I found touching, as if our 
two worlds, seemingly millions of miles apart, were coming together in 
that moment, yet without any real permanency. If we could truly connect 
on all levels, then any underlying animosity would surely be dissolved. 
But there would always be a small amount of distrust and suspicion 
whenever foreigners come together for it is the motives in themselves, 
the reason two disparate races are in the same place, that always comes 
into question, and where they cannot be truthfully ascertained it thus 
inevitably results in hostility, if not outright xenophobia. 

I came to the end of the long narrow lane and found another cul-de- 
sac. I had no choice but to head back up with the sun in my face. It was 
gone noon, and many people were busily getting ready for their lunch- 
time meals. I watched as I retraced my steps up the lane slowly, taking in 
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the way they got out their tables and chairs, quite happy to sit in the open 
shaded areas and partake of their meals in public, with one or two 
casually inviting me to sit down and join them. I waved my hand, 
politely refusing, until I came across three old women sitting round a 
table a bit further up. The table was one of those green, square plastic 
things that barely looked sturdy. They gestured eagerly for me to join 
them. At first, I declined as I had already eaten. 

“Why, where you going?’ one of them asked. 

‘I am going back up this way.’ 

‘No, sit. Come sit with us. Eat. Eat,’ she repeated, lifting a plate of 
some cooked meat. 

I found it hard to resist. I had nothing else on, and really there was no 
hurry to get back, so I gladly accepted, hoping again there wouldn’t be 
too much of a language barrier. 

The three women, who could easily have been described as mothers, 
for they all looked maternal to me, were eager to get to know this young 
man in their midst. I could tell by the way they were looking at me, as if 
I was up for adoption, and they would gladly have me as their son. They 
soon cheered up and started smiling away. Their smiles were infectious: I 
could not help smiling back. 

“Where you from?’ the older one opposite asked as I sat down on a 
plastic chair. 

‘I’m from England.’ 

‘Enger-land,’ the woman to her right repeated and laughed. 

“What’s your name?’ 

‘Joe.’ 

‘Ah, Joe,’ she repeated as if she knew me already. 

‘And who are you?’ | asked, intrigued. 

‘Me, Mary,’ the older one replied. Then she pointed to the woman on 
her right, who was giving me a good-looking over. ‘This is my oldest 
daughter, Anna.’ I was shocked. She looked about the same age as me. 
How old was her mother? Then she turned to her left. ‘And this is my 
younger daughter, Diane.’ 

Diane smiled at me. It was genuine, warm, and friendly. 

‘Hi,’ I said sheepishly, for I did not notice any resemblance between 
the three of them and spent the next few minutes trying to discern 
whether they were being truthful or not. 

‘Eat,’ the mother exhorted, pushing a dish in front of me. 

The white plastic plate hardly looked inviting. On it was a small 
amount of white rice in a mound as if it had been deposited from an 
upturned cup like a solid pudding. 

“You like rice?’ Diane asked. 
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“Yes, I like rice.’ 

“We thought you Enger-landers did not eat rice.’ 

‘Oh, we do. It’s not our staple diet, but we have it occasionally, in 
Indian curries, Chinese dishes, Spanish paella, that kind of thing.’ 

‘So, you do eat rice?’ the mother asked. 

I simply nodded again, unsure why they were questioning me about 
such a trivial matter. 

She dropped what looked like kebabs on my plate, pieces of meat 
skewered on sticks. She then poured some sauce over them, amber in 
colour, almost clear. 

‘Thanks,’ I said gratefully, looking at my plate, not sure if I could 
digest the contents. 

‘Eat,’ the older woman demanded again. 

I gingerly picked up the fork by the side and started prodding the rice, 
trying to get the grains to separate, with great effort, until the solid mass 
eventually crumbled, then tried a mouthful. I do like rice and have eaten 
it since childhood as it is a cheap foodstuff available everywhere, but this 
white rice was tasteless, with no flavour to it whatsoever, in need of a 
good pinch of salt, or even better, some turmeric or saffron. 

As if understanding my reluctance, Diane tugged my arm and said, 
‘This is how you do it.’ 

I watched her as she broke apart her mound of rice. Using some of the 
sauce from the meat, she poured it over the rice and worked it in. 

‘Okay,’ I said to myself, ‘if you want to get into their culture, you had 
better learn.’ 

I copied what Diane did and found the rice to be much more edifying. 

“You like, yes?’ the mother asked. 

I nodded. ‘It’s fine,’ I replied, my mouth full of the chewy substance. 

“You not been here long. I can tell.’ 

I laughed. ‘No, I haven’t. Is it that obvious?’ now acutely aware of 
my inexperience, like I didn’t know how to drink Red Horse properly 
until yesterday. 

‘Don’t worry. We teach you how to eat the Filipino way,’ said Diane 
as she patted my knee. 

This time I did not feel uncomfortable. After all it was a woman, 
perhaps not overtly attractive, but one who in her prime must have been 
quite something to look at. 

I then used a fork, trying to prize the pieces of meat off the sticks. 

They all laughed. 

‘No,’ Diane guffawed. ‘Not like that. Like this. Use your fingers.’ 

I watched as she picked up the stick between her fingers and clamped 
her teeth on a piece of meat and tore it off, then hungrily devoured it. 
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Again, I copied. Munching away, I turned the stick up to get to the 
other end and caused the juice and sauce to run down all over my hand. 

The women laughed. So did I. I was trying to impress them: I wasn’t 
doing a very good job, making a right hash of things. 

Diane gestured with her hand to shake the stick, so the juice dripped 
onto the floor. As I did so, I noticed there were plenty of stains from 
previous dinners coating the tarmac and tried once more. When it came 
to another chunk further down the stick, I was unable to reach it without 
piercing my mouth with the sharp end of the stick. 

Diane once again came to the rescue. She snapped off the end of her 
stick so the chunks of meat were now within reach. ‘Like this.’ 

I did the same and devoured the morsel of meat. I think it was pork. 
Like the rice, it was slightly chewy, but made more edible by the tasty 
sauce. Without it, the meal would have been quite dry and unpalatable. 

“You like?’ the mother asked. 

“Yes, fine,’ I replied, pushing my now empty plate away. ‘That was 
very nice of you.’ 

I was about to get up and go, thinking that was the end of it. 

‘No, sit, stay. You have more,’ the old maiden suggested. 

I wanted to protest. Okay, the meal was hardly filling, the portion of 
rice was so small that it barely filled a quarter of my stomach, but really, 
I already felt I was imposing and did not want to outstay my welcome. 

She then placed another plate in front of me; some long things 
covered in batter. They looked like fried worms. Thankfully they were 
not moving or trying to wriggle free. 

“You try.’ 

‘No, thanks. You have been very generous, but I must be on my way.’ 

I was about to get up when I noticed neither of the women were 
looking at me now: they were looking at someone approaching from 
behind. I glanced over my shoulder to see a tall young girl wearing a 
flimsy dress coming towards us, then heard Diane shouting at her, as if 
reproaching the girl, in Tagalog, presumably for being late. 

Speaking in a language I did not understand, it was difficult to gauge 
what was really going on. But the girl, not heeding her mother, looked to 
me intrigued, as if to say, ‘Who is this strange man sitting at our table?’ 

I naturally arose, as any gentleman should do when a lady arrives, and 
smiled at her. 

For the first time I felt a pull in my pants: she was gorgeous. She was 
in her late teens, slim, lithe, and very attractive; I was enthralled. I knew 
I was staring at her, and I could not help it. She avoided my outright stare 
and went over to Diane, who proceeded to berate her. The gist of it, from 
what I could gather, was that she was supposed to be back earlier. The 
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chair I was sitting on was hers, and probably the same for the food I had 
just devoured. Then Diane’s mother started having a go at her daughter. 
Anne, the oldest daughter blithely waved her hand at me as if to suggest 
it was nothing: ignore it, this always happens, it was the usual family 
feud, the mother-daughter squabble. I sat down feeling uncomfortable as 
if I was intruding in their personal space, and really shouldn’t be here. I 
watched as Diane dragged her naughty daughter into the ramshackle of a 
building, what they called home, and disappeared. I was hoping they 
would return as I really wanted to see the young girl again. 

‘It is nothing,’ Anne said, for the first time speaking to me directly. 

‘Eat,’ the mother of the family demanded, pointing at my plate. 

I took a bite of what appeared to be some very brittle foodstuff which 
I soon learned was chicken. 

‘They are always like that,’ Anne continued, lighting up a cigarette 
and fashionably puffing away, like there was no tomorrow. ‘They love 
each other, yes. But when they come together, big trouble.’ 

I could imagine the unruly daughter at her age being headstrong, 
someone who was determined to cut out a path of her own and often 
clashing with her mother’s dictatorial ways. 

‘Many boy problems,’ she continued to explain. 

‘Understandable,’ I responded, knowing full well what she meant. 

If I was a young Filipino I would be chasing after her. And no doubt 
get her into trouble. Put a girl like that in front of me and it’s a red rag to 
a bull. My nostrils flared as she reappeared. 

I smiled at her; there was an immediate reaction. This girl was not shy 
either. Whoever said young Filipinas were shy was very wrong. 

She smiled back and took the chair her mother had just vacated. 

‘Hi, I’m Joanne. You’re very handsome.’ 

I couldn’t believe how forward she was. There was no holding back 
with this girl. 

‘Thank you. I’m Joe.’ 

‘Nice to meet you, Joe.’ 

‘Nice to meet you too.’ 

I loved the way she said it, with a smirk, as if trying to suppress a 
wicked grin, meaning so much more than those few words could say. I 
glanced at her relatives. They also seemed to be smirking, as if they 
knew something I didn’t. I wondered what, then gave up. I did not care. 
The more I looked into those dark eyes the more fascinated I became. 

‘My mother says you come from England,’ she enunciated in almost 
perfect English with an American accent, like some of the Filipinos here. 

‘That’s right. It’s a long way away from here, Joanne,’ I replied, 
trying to inject some humour. 
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‘I would love to go there.’ 

‘No, you don’t want to go there. Especially this time of the year.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘It’s cold and damp and miserable. Besides, you wouldn’t be able to 
sit outside like this.’ 

“We do this all the time. It’s boring,’ she protested. 

‘No, I think it’s wonderful.’ 

Her mother reappeared with another plate of kebabs, or whatever they 
were called, and plonked it down in front of her. She then said something 
in Tagalog. It made her daughter screw her face up. 

I would love to know what she had said, yet I could not read anything 
in her relatives’ expressions either. Like the forthright daughter she was, 
she dutifully ignored her mother and got stuck into her meal. I watched 
with fascination the way she picked up the stick of meat and clamped her 
big juicy lips around a chunk, then started sucking it, her eyes fixed on 
mine, her mouth suggestively opening and closing, and relishing every 
morsel, loving the way I was interpreting her sinful, wicked mind. She 
was having sex with me in public, or might well have been, whilst her 
relatives looked on, having little idea of what she was really doing. What 
a sexually provocative little minx she was, and probably only eighteen. 

I smiled with a knowingness only a person on the same level could 
have and was about to make my excuse to leave as I could feel a certain 
tingling sensation in my loins which could be acutely embarrassing, 
when the grandmother, the matriarch of the family, came out with a 
bottle of Red Horse and plonked it on the table before me. ‘Oh, no. Not 
again,’ I wanted to cry out. 

‘This, drink. It good for you,’ she assured me. 

I took one look at the bottle and winced. I’m not sure how much I had 
yesterday, but I think I reached my surfeit after about my tenth cup. Did I 
really want any more today? 

‘No, you’re okay. I really must be going,’ I began to say, trying to get 
to my feet. ‘Honestly you’ve been too kind as it is.’ 

‘No, no. You stay. You wash the food down with this,’ she ordered, 
tapping the bottle with her fingers. I then noticed what small hands she 
had. Then looked to her kin: they all had the same small hands. Or was it 
a common trademark of all Filipinas? 

She snapped off the lid with the end of a fork like a seasoned pro and 
placed a clean glass before me and Joanne. 

‘She like to drink as well,’ she remarked. 

I took one look at Joanne and thought, ‘I bet she does.’ Again, she 
gave me a wicked smile. If the others weren’t here, I reckoned after a 
few beers she would be all over me. I would have to defend my honour, 
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push her away, bind her hand and foot so every man on the street would 
be safe from her clutches. Amused with my little fantasy, I could not 
help but raise a smirk. She picked up on it and smirked back. Then I 
realised it did not matter whether her English was any good or not: this 
went beyond language; gestures and signs were all that was required for 
one reciprocating mind to communicate with another. It was the most 
basic of language: pure lust. 

I watched her finish her meal, the way she poured herself a drink and 
washed it down with relish and sat back. 

‘I need another shower. I must have another shower,’ she moaned and 
started twiddling with her long dark hair, a perfect ebony in colour. ‘It 
needs a wash.’ 

‘It looks fine to me.’ 

‘No, I wash it again, later.’ 

‘Again?’ I asked, intrigued. 

‘She wash her hair two, three times a day, the silly girl,’ her mother 
explained, reproving her wayward daughter. 

‘Oh, I see.’ 

“Yes, it’s bad. I need to wash it before I go out.’ 

‘Ah,’ I sighed, rather forlorn at the prospect that this lovely creature 
would soon be leaving my presence. 

Then I remembered the Filipinos always consider it to be very rude if 
someone does not take a shower before they meet somebody. To them 
body odour is a sign of disrespect, especially if it comes from non- 
Asians, as they do not recognise the smell of us. Whether that was true or 
not, I didn’t care: this girl smelt perfectly lovely to me and again I felt a 
twinge in my loins as she twirled her long hair between her fingers, 
across her wide luscious lips, and seemed to wink as she did so. I 
wondered what it would be like to have a shower with her, to rub the 
soap into her skin, to feel the hot water over her back as I came up 
behind her, the smell of her hair, and the soft fragrance of her warm 
inviting skin urging me to get closer. Looking at this girl today made me 
realise it was well worth coming all the way here, just to see her. How 
much better their attitude is than what we get at home. They don’t have 
that snobbishness which so fills the minds of our Western girls, most of 
them thinking they are somehow too good for us, and that we need be 
mega-rich to get into their pants. These Asian girls are quite content with 
being who they are and accept their lives and the way they live without 
any desire to change, or so it seemed. 

“Why you here?’ she asked me, jolting me back to the present. 

‘I wanted to see Manila for myself. I heard that Manila is in many 
ways an amazing place, yet at the same time also a gross and disgusting 
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place. You cannot hide your poverty if you are a beggar, and the poverty 
here is very in-your-face. Some say, so much so, that it is not for the 
faint-hearted. Yet the night life is said to be amazing, especially in places 
like Makati, Angeles, and Quezon City.’ 

“You been there?’ 

‘Not yet. I intend to go to one of them shortly to see for myself.’ 

“Would you live here?’ 

‘I don’t know. I haven’t been here long enough to decide. However, if 
I do, then it would have to be the perfect place. There’s so much here, so 
many islands to explore, so many beautiful beaches, so many scenic 
mountains. I could spend the rest of my life travelling all around them.’ 

‘She wants to go back to the mountains,’ her mother interrupted. 

‘Really? Why is that?’ I asked Joanne. 

‘I don’t want to live here long term. I grew up in the mountains, but I 
had to come here to go to school.’ 

‘There aren’t any decent schools around Sierra Madre, are there?’ her 
mother interjected. 

Joanne shook her head. ‘No, that’s why I came here.’ 

‘And what are you training here for?’ 

‘She wants to be a cosmologist,’ her mother butted in. 

Joanne laughed. ‘Not a cosmologist, mother. A cosmetician!’ 

‘Ah, a bit of a difference,’ I joked. 

Then I noticed how little make-up she was wearing. In most cases, 
Filipinas tend not to wear too much make-up, if any. It is only for photo 
shoots or video work that they will force themselves to get all dolled up. 
Unlike Western girls, they rely on their own natural beauty, and for most 
of them that is quite sufficient. 

‘And where will you go when you get qualified?’ 

‘Anywhere but here.’ 

“What’s wrong with here?’ 

“When I get married, I don’t want to bring up children here. It’s not 
healthy for them, too much pollution. You can tell. You walk round, 
down any road, and come back, and find the colour of your snot is now a 
different colour. It darkens. Why? Because of all the shit in the air.’ 

She had a point, how ever crudely put. There were too many cars on 
the road, too many jeepneys chugging out their fumes, too many 
motorcyclists, and that’s the reason why the Western world was trying to 
get the rest to follow by switching to non-combustible fuels, instigating 
development programmes so all vehicles would be electric-powered by 
2030, even in Third World countries like this. But I had a feeling it 
would not happen here, not for a long time. The people of the Philippines 
take a long time to adjust, to change, to adapt to new ways, new methods, 


46 


Chapter 5: The Three Mothers 


that’s why they still buy all their transportation stock from other Third 
World countries, like Indonesia, rather than more advanced countries 
whose transportation systems were probably too sophisticated for them, 
and of course way too expensive. 

‘The traffic here is insane. Even if I’m a Filipino, I still cannot get 
used to it,’ she protested. 

‘Joe, you should try further down by Quirino Avenue,’ her mother 
suggested. 

“Yes, it is cheaper, but the roads are a nightmare.’ 

I laughed light-heartedly because in a way it was funny. Yes, it was 
true, but amusing coming from a family who live right next to what I 
considered to be one of the busiest roads I’ve ever come across. 

‘I will try there, perhaps,’ I said. 

“You should do. Much better there,’ her mother added. 

“Yes. Try there. Good hostel called RedDoorz. My boyfriend, he stay 
there when he comes here.’ 

‘I might just try that then,’ I said, sorry to hear she had a boyfriend. 

It seemed like a good idea. I was getting bored of north Parafiaque 
anyway. No bars, no clubs, yet would it be any different there? 

‘So where would you ideally like to live?’ I asked her. ‘I mean, once 
you’ve got a job.’ 

‘If I had a good job, I would move back to the provinces where the air 
is cleaner and the food cheaper. I would commute to work every day, 
even if I need to travel 2 or 3 hours. I love the mountain areas, that’s 
where you will find the real Philippines.’ 

‘I may go there as well, one day,’ I joked, knowing full well I would 
probably never do as it is too far away for my liking. Being relatively 
young, I still wanted to be where the action was, around Manila. 

However, I noticed the way she said it, as if meaning up there you 
don’t get many foreigners, guys like me, thinking perhaps she wanted to 
get away from them. If it was true, then I could only imagine it was for 
the sole reason that there were too many of us here as it is. Up there, you 
don’t find many. As I was to learn later, it can be acutely embarrassing to 
be a Westerner as you do not wish to be associated with some of them, 
the way they behave, their attitude towards the ‘natives,’ and their social 
distrust of others, as well as their condescending attitude. A guy from 
Switzerland recently caused a ruckus in a Mini-stop store by accusing the 
Filipino behind the counter of trying to rip him off by giving him his 
change in small coins. That was all he had in the till. There was nothing 
untoward about it, yet the Swiss guy took it as an affront, and wanted to 
throw it back at him, all because he was a foreigner. Not only would I be 
embarrassed to be associated with that type, but it made me ashamed to 
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be a Westerner. Some places in the Philippines attract the dregs, the 
worst of the foreigners, with Manila being no exception, where they treat 
women like dirt and have no respect for them. I hoped Joanne didn’t feel 
the same way about me: I was determined to prove I was not like that. 

‘The provinces are cheaper?’ 

She nodded her head. ‘Yes, much cheaper. The cost of living is lower 
and affordable, houses are inexpensive, electricity is cheaper, and if I get 
a car, it won’t cost me too much to drive to work.’ 

“You can drive?’ 

‘Not yet but I will be taking my lessons soon. The sooner the better. 
Then I will truly be a free and independent woman.’ 

That last phrase was directed at her mother who gave her a snarl and 
said something in Tagalog. 

I finished my drink. “Thanks. I enjoyed that, but I must go now.’ 

‘Go back to the madness of Manila,’ Joanne suggested, ‘the manic 
life of the city. If you truly want peace, you must go to the mountains.’ 

When she said that it felt as if it was meant to be genuine, but did I 
really want to go there? Not yet. I thought that was for older people, 
those who were virtually retired, who had lived their lives already. I was 
still young, in my early thirties. I wanted to have fun, now, before I got 
too old for it. 

I thanked them all again and waved as I got up to leave, making my 
way back up the long narrow lane by the creek that would take me back 
to the madness of the main road she so loathed. 
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Having done some research the previous night and managing to identify 
the place Joanne referred to yesterday, I then spent some time checking 
the reviews, most of which were favourable. My accommodation was 
quickly booked for the next two nights. (It turned out to be much cheaper 
compared with where I was currently staying.) Next morning my bags 
were packed. I bid adieu to my pleasant hostel owner. He was, in a way, 
sad to see me go, because he enjoyed saying ‘Hey, Joe’ each time we 
bumped into each other. Now that I was about to leave, he had no excuse 
to say it; he would have to sing along to Jimi Hendrix instead. 

I put on my shades and made my way out of the door and into the 
bright light, following the main road by foot all the way along the south- 
western highway and turned left on to Quirino. She was right: it was a 
busy road. Within one day I would be referring to it as Death’s Highway 
for you literally have to take your life into your own hands crossing the 
bloody thing. I attempted about three times, even waiting patiently at the 
pedestrian crossing for more than 5 minutes, before giving up and 
moving further down. The traffic was relentless. Soon I became irritable, 
now ruing my choice of accommodation. 

It was hot, sunny, and sticky. I could feel my backpack clinging to my 
back, the sweat congealing, turning to glue. On top of that, the flies 
seemed to be acutely interested in me. I would get one off me, only for it 
to land on another part of my body, whilst others settled elsewhere, like 
on my forehead, obviously attracted to the beads of sweat pouring from 
my scalp. How did the people around here put up with this? Or didn’t 
they have to, as none of them appeared to be bothered by the flies at all. 
Flies, I concluded, are God’s most irritating creations, for just as you get 
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comfortable and relax, one lands on you. This is accompanied by an 
overwhelming temptation to swipe the bloody thing, even though you 
know you will never be fast enough: it will fly off as soon as your hand 
gets close. Undeterred, it will settle on another part of your anatomy, just 
to annoy you. How irritating is that! I gritted my teeth, ignored the flies, 
and tried again to cross, with little sign of any let up in the traffic. All I 
wanted to do was get to the other side of the fucking road. 

I gave up and stuck to this side, making my way a bit further down. I 
was in no real hurry as I could not book into my new hostel yet. The 
room would not be ready till 2.00 pm. 

I headed south, walking past the obligatory McDonald’s and another 
7 Eleven, then realised it was now nearly one o’clock. I had not eaten 
anything so far. My stomach confirmed it was hungry, and the smell of 
the food stalls to the sides pulled me towards them like a magnet. 
Everywhere there was food galore. I was unsure I could handle any of it: 
a big bowl of what looked like soup (all water and floating vegetables), 
the balut next to it, the eggshells marked with felt tip (a distinguishing 
mark I never understood, perhaps to differentiate them from ordinary 
eggs), some monkey nuts, corn on the cob, small dishes of rice, melons, 
mangoes (my favourite fruit), over-ripe bananas, etc., all seemed 
tempting, with the vendors eager to take my money. I politely refused as 
I knew they were best avoided and headed back to McDonald’s instead: 
my stomach would be much safer there. 

One day it would have to become more adventurous, to fully immerse 
in the culture by indulging in their gastronomical delights, but not yet; 
for the time being I wanted to stick to food I was familiar with. I gladly 
ordered a burger and fries, dumped my bags on the long seat next to me, 
and waited for my order, which was ready surprisingly quickly. 

As I was chomping away, somewhat bemused by the people around 
me who were trying to not look at the alien in their midst, I got to think- 
ing about my friend Pete who invited me last year to go on a global trek, 
something I regrettably had to turn down due to work commitments. He 
kept me up to date with his travels: it was a spiritual journey of sorts as 
he was trying to find himself. So was I, in a way, by coming here. But I 
will never forget him telling me about the food. He stayed in Assam for 
just over three weeks and told me that the first meal he had there went 
straight through him, and after a few days it got to the point where he 
was practically eating his meals sitting on the toilet. After the second 
week his stomach settled down and was able to adjust as if it had relented 
and capitulated: it was now prepared to put up with whatever he shoved 
in it. I felt the same way. I’ve only been here a few days and I still didn’t 
think my stomach was fully prepared to adjust, not just yet. Also, I did 
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not want to get the runs, as people politely put it. That could be awkward 
in a country with poor sanitary conditions. (I had also been advised on 
Facebook to always carry some paper towels in my pocket as you never 
knew when you might need them, as most of the public toilets here don’t 
provide any paper, something else that could be awkward.) Further, it 
was quite amusing how these people had adopted the Western culture by 
accepting all the fast-food chains our part of the world had to offer. They 
seemed to be quite content at eating burgers and fries, drinking Cokes 
and Sprites, as if it was now second nature to them. Most of the patrons 
here appeared to be of the younger generation, though: I did not spot any 
older ones, which would suggest to me the latter hadn’t taken to this 
foreign culture so easily, still stuck in their steadfast old ways. 

I wiped my mouth with a paper napkin and left the table, squeezing 
past some young ones who made little effort to move out of my way, 
despite me being considerably older than them. As I came to the door, I 
held it open to let a lovely looking Filipina in. She sheepishly downcast 
her eyes as if refusing to meet mine and strode in without thanking me. I 
was not bothered. It was a pleasure just to open the door to such a lovely 
creature. I walked out cheerful, now about to face the dreaded prospect 
of trying to cross the road again. 

I waited patiently and was about to give up when a young Filipino lad 
came up next to me and could see I was getting frustrated. 

“Where you going?’ 

It was a familiar phrase. I smiled. ‘There,’ I replied, pointing directly 
to the opposite side. 

‘Okay, I take you.’ 

At first, I thought he was going to grab my hand and walk me across 
like a boy scout would an old lady. He held out his hand to gesture for 
the cars to let us through and started crossing, not even waiting for 
anyone to stop, as if somehow assuming they would. Not quite. They 
simply slowed down, allowing us just enough time to squeeze through to 
the other side. I thanked him, relieved. 

‘It’s okay. Where you staying?’ 

Again, I pointed, now at the long lane with the large grey building at 
the end, and the archway sign overhead: RedDoorz. 

‘Oh, there. Good place.’ 

‘It better be, after all that,’ I replied, indicating the traffic behind us. 

“Yes, good place. You want girls, I get you girls there.’ 

‘No, thanks. All I want is a shower.’ 

‘Okay, Joe.’ 

I was thinking, ‘Funny how he knows my name,’ but that joke was 
beginning to wear thin and was rapidly losing its charm. 
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I watched him, his flashing yellow teeth each time he put the cigarette 
to his lips, the cheap packet of Marlboros stuffed into his T-shirt pocket, 
then the way he turned round and walked down the road as if he owned 
it. Was he some sort of pimp round here? 

I dismissed him, glad to be safe on the other side now, my back to 
Death’s Highway, and made my way along the long leafy lane. 

The attractive young girl behind the desk in the lobby greeted me 
with a big smile. Unlike my helper, her teeth were bright pearly white. 

‘Hello, sir. How can I help you?’ 

‘My name’s Joe. I’ve booked a room for two nights here.’ 

‘Let me just check.’ 

When she went on her computer, I had a quick look around the small 
room that passed for the lobby. It had welcoming air-conditioning, an 
upright tank of cool, refreshing water in the corner, posters advertising 
local events on all the walls and a rubber plant in the corner. 

‘Sir, help yourself to some water,’ she said, indicating the cooler. 

‘Oh, thanks.’ 

I gladly removed my backpack and let it drop to the floor, surprised it 
didn’t take my T-shirt with it. The water was most welcome and went 
down pleasingly, tasting like nectar. I put the small plastic cup on the 
side and waited for her to ask for the usual. 

“Your ID, please, sir.’ 

I handed over my passport. She took a photo of it on her phone and 
smiled. What did she find amusing? Was it the truly bad mug shot? How 
I wished I had now done it professionally rather than use a quick selfie. I 
was kind of embarrassed knowing I would have to live with that horrible 
photo for the next ten years! 

‘Thank you,’ she said, handing it back. 

‘Thanks.’ 

The silver bell on the desk rang with a tinny ping as she hit it and, as 
if by magic, a young Filipino suddenly appeared at the side door, giving 
me a good look. He was tiny in comparison to me, and I wondered if he 
felt threatened by my size. 

She said something to him in Tagalog. I heard the number 203. He 
grabbed my backpack and ushered me out the door. I turned to say 
thanks to the girl once again, now uncertain if she was a true Filipino as 
she had a more Far Eastern look about her, Japanese or Chinese, perhaps. 

‘Enjoy your stay,’ she said, flashing her bright white teeth again. 

‘T will.’ 

I followed the small guy out and up some concrete steps at the front 
of the building and along the narrow balcony. There were doors every 
ten yards, with mine approximately in the middle. It had a wide window 
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next to it, the curtains drawn, presumably for privacy as anyone walking 
by could see into the room. The bellboy dropped my bag on the floor and 
fetched out a key. It was a traditional one, not one of those card key 
things which never seem to work. He let me in, turned on all the lights, 
and the air conditioning, and very quickly showed me round, pointing 
out the small CR at the bottom of the long white room and the table top 
with a kettle, fridge and microwave, then handed me the key with an 
impish grin, and was out of the door before I could even thank him, let 
alone give him a tip. Does one tip in a hostel? Or is that only applicable 
to hotels? I wasn’t sure. 

I closed the door and turned round to face the tidy, modern looking 
room and thought, ‘Wow.’ I was getting this place for about 200-300 
pesos cheaper than what I had been paying at the other place, and far 
more for my money. I knew I was being ripped off that first night as they 
could tell I had just stepped off a plane. Also, having booked in advance 
I was saving myself a fortune, with a much better rate. 

I swished the curtain back. Okay, the view from my window wasn’t 
particularly exciting as it was only of the balcony and a nondescript grey 
building opposite, but at least it was a view. Also, when I checked out 
the CR it actually had a toilet with a seat and lid: what a luxury! I made 
sure it was bolted in place, not just stuck on there or liable to fall off. We 
Westerners are very particular about such things! We like our comfort 
and security when doing the business. The shower unit looked clean, and 
the small basin did not have a dripping tap. There was also some curious 
spray gun attached to the toilet, whatever that was for. I did not know but 
smiled at myself in the mirror: I was going to enjoy staying here. 

A quick shower was all I needed to get back some feeling of comfort. 
I threw myself on the bed, naked, enjoying the softness of the mattress, 
taking in the inviting smell of freshly laundered sheets, and two comfy 
pillows that made up the double bed, and lay there for what seemed like 
eternity. It was wonderful, and so much better than the other place: even 
the air smelt purer here. 

Later I roused myself, got dressed into some fresh clothes and made 
my way out. I wanted to see what this part of Parafiaque had to offer, 
sticking to my side of Death’s Highway. 

It was early afternoon; the sun was still high in the sky. The side I 
was on was in the shade, but I was already sprouting beads of sweat as I 
made my way further down. I was not sure where this long road led to. I 
checked the map on my phone. There appeared to be a river at the 
bottom. I decided to head for that to see if it was polluted like the creek. 

It must have taken a good hour to get there, and when I arrived, I 
wasn’t convinced it had been worth it. The river was slow and sluggish, a 
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dirty muddy colour that looked like too much sewage had seeped into it, 
making it impossible for any fish to live in it, or so I thought. I don’t 
know why, perhaps it’s my morbid imagination, yet I half-expected to 
see dead dogs amongst all the other floating debris. 

I stared with fascination as it meandered its way to the south-west and 
wondered how long it really was. Did it go beyond Parafiaque to some 
other municipality? 

Most towns had been built next to rivers as they were the life-source 
of the people and depended upon them, just as the Egyptians had with the 
annual inundation of the Nile. The earliest settlements grew up around 
rivers, till the hamlets became villages, then towns, then cities. It seemed, 
judging by the total disregard for this one, it had outlived its usefulness, 
having become obsolete many years ago, and was no longer an important 
factor in the everyday lives of its people, just an unnecessary product of 
the infrastructure of a modern society that had had its day. 

I turned my back on it disheartened, missing the clear streams, rivers, 
and seas of my golden youth, and wandered back up the highway that 
had death written all over it. A slight exaggeration, I know, as I couldn’t 
imagine many accidents actually occurring here. If any, they would be 
infrequent as the vehicles could hardly get up any speed to cause real 
havoc or mayhem, or be a threat or menace to other users, only perhaps 
to pedestrians. A Loud Wet Fart chugged by with that godawful sound, 
not only making me cringe but some old geezer in front of me. He 
suddenly sprang to life as if 1,000 volts had been pumped into him. It 
made me smirk. No one else took a blind bit of notice, though, as if 
deafened over the decades by the constant presence of these machines 
that ripped and roared up and down the streets incessantly. 

I turned gladly onto my lane which would take me away from the 
madness of this world, and into another that was quiet and sedate, the 
promising peace of a secluded hostel, and climbed the stairs to my retreat 
for the next two nights. 

I must have dozed off, I’m not sure, yet a few hours had passed as if 
jet lag was still having an effect on my sleeping patterns. I rolled over on 
the bed to see the sun had almost disappeared and the room was in cosy 
darkness. I turned on the light by the bed and noticed a simple menu 
provided for the guests here. All the meals seemed reasonably priced. I 
was tempted, simply because I couldn’t bear facing the outside world 
again. My stomach was demanding to be fed, and these meals were being 
delivered by hand, right to your door. What could go wrong? I thought I 
would give it a try. 

There were colour pictures to illustrate what each meal consisted of. 
The first, Pancit Canton Special with Egg, only 150 pesos, and enough 
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for two people. The second, Pancit Bihon, for the same price. The third 
Special Fried Rice Ala Max’s, for 180, with soup. The fourth, Fried Rice 
with Bangus (home-made), 150, again with soup. The fifth, Special Fried 
Rice with Pork Chops, the same. The sixth, Special Fried Rice Liempo, 
175, with soup. The seventh, Special Fried Rice with Lechon Kawali, 
180, with soup. The eighth, Special Beef Tapa, the same, again with rice. 
The ninth, Special Fried Rice with Tocino and Sweet Special Bagoong, 
Fried Talong (whatever that was!) only 175. The tenth, Longganisa & 
Sweet Special Bagoong, Fried Talong, the same. The eleventh, Lehon 
Kawali, only 150. The twelfth, Pang Pulutan, with Special Pork Sisig, 
only 130. The thirteenth, and last item on the menu, Pang Pulutan, 
Special Tokwa’t Baboy (what!?!), the same. 

I would hate to say I was spoiled for choice, but I wasn’t. I ummed 
and ahed, dithering like a pathetic schoolboy at the school canteen unsure 
if any of the food here was anything like what his mother made for him 
back at home. I settled for the first option, texting my order through. 

Whilst waiting I got on and had a shower. It was hot and refreshing. I 
felt enervated and alive. Then settled into something casual to wear and 
awaited my delivery. 

The order turned up about an hour later. The Grab driver profusely 
apologised, explaining he did not have any change for the 200 pesos I 
gave him. The total order came to 180, including 30 for the delivery fee. 
I could not begrudge him the twenty pesos and let him have it as a tip. In 
‘real’ money it was about 30 pence. 

I tentatively opened the styrofoam box, peeled back the foil and 
stared. It looked and smelt all right. The main reason I chose this dish 
was because it resembled Chinese food, a mixture of vegetables and 
noodles, without the obligatory rice. 

I liked the fact that a cheap plastic fork and spoon (pre-wrapped) 
came with it and tucked in, and switched on the television, quickly 
flicking through all the channels trying to find something watchable, and 
preferably in English. Dozens of channels to choose from and they were 
all shit. I soon grew bored and settled for Netflix instead. Ah, far more 
satisfying, and free to view. Good. I was so engrossed in one programme 
I did not realise I had finished my meal. My stomach let out a salutatory 
burp as if to say it was now satisfied. I messaged a few friends back 
home and seemed to sink into the bed, struggling against the weight of 
the world as if attempting to defy gravity. Then lethargy took over and I 
felt incredibly heavy. Suddenly my stomach started to heave and rumble, 
as if in retaliation. I could feel my bowels stirring, demanding to be 
unleashed. I dashed to the bathroom and let my natural body functions 
take over, vividly remembering what Pete said. This is what he meant! 
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Recovered, I staggered back to my bed and was about to settle into a 
nice early evening of just watching whatever Netflix had to offer when I 
became aware of some noise outside. It sounded like people were having 
fun in the extended seated part of the balcony. I nosily peeled back the 
curtains to see a bunch of youths drinking, smoking, and having fun. 
They were all Filipinos, presumably like the rest of the guests at this 
establishment. Then I noticed it wasn’t all lads. In their midst was a 
young Filipina with her back to me wearing one of those low-cut tops 
that reveal all of the back. Quite clearly, she wasn’t wearing a bra. I 
thought it could be interesting and decided to settle for that rather than a 
night of Netflix. 

I grabbed my phone and walked out casually, opting for a table on the 
other side away from them, gave them a polite nod, especially to the girl, 
and sat down, pretending to be busy on my phone. 

‘Hey, sir,’ I heard one of them shout, ‘you alone?’ 

I looked over my shoulder. A lad in the middle, with slightly bleached 
hair, dressed all in black, was gesticulating in my direction. 

I nodded. ‘Yes,’ adding, ‘it’s okay.’ And turned my back on them. 

‘No, come sit with us,’ another said. 

“Yes, sit here with us,’ came another. 

‘I’m fine, honest. Quite happy sitting here, thanks.’ 

‘No, sit with us,’ the same lad in the middle demanded again. 

Out of the four lads, I noticed they all begged me to join them, except 
the girl, who looked down at her lap. Was she shy? I knew now it was a 
myth. She started playing with her phone, twiddling it in her lap. The 
lads must have noticed me looking at her because they said something in 
Tagalog and laughed. She didn’t. She looked at me, got up and left. 

‘Sit, sit,’ one of them begged, pointing at the newly vacated chair. 

I got up and crossed what seemed like an enormous gulf of cultural 
differences rather than anything that could be measured in a few feet, and 
sat down on the white plastic chair. It felt refreshingly warm. 

“You sit and drink with us,’ another said, patting me on the shoulder 
and getting a bit too intimate for my liking. 

“Yes, we drink, and we talk. You English, no?’ 

“Yes, I’m English.’ 

‘Good. You teach us good English.’ 

I laughed. ‘Ha! I wish I could but I’m not a teacher.’ 

They all laughed, not with me, but at me. I wondered why. 

‘Sorry,’ one of them started to apologise, ‘it the accent.’ 

“We find it, how you say, amusing,’ another offered. 

“Yes, it sound like Engleesh, with forced voice.’ 

I wasn’t quite sure what he meant by that. I always considered myself 
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to speak proper English, in the correct way, with the right articulation, 
intonation, pronunciation, and whatever else constitutes speaking posh, 
but never having thought of myself as upper class, more like middle class 
without the bank account or heritage to prove it. 

‘Like your Queen. She speak like this.’ 

He then proceeded to imitate the Queen in overly exaggerated tones, 
with lots of emphasis on the syllables. 

I must admit, I did find it amusing, even if he was taking the mickey 
out of our figurehead. It was the same guy with bleached hair, the one 
who seemed to be the leader of this surly gang or motley crew. 

He laughed again, as did the others, and lit up a cheap Marlboro 
cigarette, then sat back. 

“What’s your name?’ he asked casually. 

‘Joe,’ I replied, sincerely. 

They all burst out laughing, repeating, ‘Joe, Joe,’ in various ways. 

I looked at the door to my room, thinking I might be better off in 
there than out here with these young lads who were acting like buffoons. 
No doubt they would start ridiculing me too. 

‘No, we not laugh at you. We like the name Joe,’ he said, trying hard 
not to laugh, unable to keep a straight face. 

‘And what’s yours?’ I asked seriously. 

‘Mark.’ 

He shook my hand then gestured to the guy on his right, telling me his 
name was Luke, who shook my hand, then the guy next to him, John, 
then the last guy to his left. I was hoping to be introduced to Matthew as 
that would have been perfect, right out of the Bible, the four evangelists 
of the gospels, yet it turned out his name was Andrew. We shook hands 
and I wondered if they all had weird surnames, possibly of Spanish 
extraction, as that seemed to be the custom round here, parents giving 
their children English first names. 

Mark fetched out a bottle of unopened Red Horse. I looked at it and 
winced, ‘Here we go again. Another Red Horse session.’ 

He used the edge of the plastic table to snap the lid off, drew out a 
glass, and poured it full. 

“Yelo?’ I asked. 

‘Ah, he know Tagalog.’ 

‘Hinde, I don’t,’ I said, defending myself, shaking my head. ‘Only a 
few words I picked up.’ 

‘But you know we drink it with ice?’ Andrew asked. 

“Yes.” 

‘How long you been here, in the Philippines?’ 

‘Only a few days.’ 
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“Yet you already know our customs?’ 

‘I’m learning.’ 

“You like it here?’ Mark asked, handing me the glass with some ice 
from the box on the floor. 

“Yes, I like it here.’ 

‘How long you stay?’ Luke asked. 

‘I’m not sure yet. I have a temporary visa for 30 days.’ 

‘Then what? You go back to England?’ 

‘I don’t know. I may get it extended.’ 

‘Oh, okay.’ 

Then they all saluted their glasses and got me to say cheers in unison. 

“You like?’ Mark asked, his eyes averting casually to the room the 
girl had disappeared into. 

“Yes, she seemed okay.’ 

‘Ah, he like Filipino pussy.’ 

They laughed at that. All I could do was smirk as I had yet to find out. 

‘Filipinas have real tight pussy. You know?’ 

I shook my head. ‘No, I don’t. Not yet.’ 

They laughed again. I wish I had now said, ‘Yes,’ but I would have 
been lying, and regretted not being able to take it further with Joanne the 
day before. 

‘He want asawa.’ 

Luke laughed as if it was some private joke. The others giggled. 

Having heard the term before, I was still not quite sure what it meant. 

‘Asawa, that means wife, doesn’t it?’ 

They laughed at me. 

‘Or husband,’ Mark corrected me and whispered in Tagalog to his 
friends who giggled as if, I presumed, he was implying I was gay in that 
I wanted a husband, not a wife. But as it is a neutral, genderless term, 
without specifics, it could be used for either, which can be confusing for 
any foreigner. Unlike the terms ate and kuya, it was vague to say the 
least and about as close as you could get to ‘partner.’ 

‘If you don’t know Tagalog, we teach you.’ 

“Yes, we teach you good Tagalog,’ said Andrew, patting me on the 
shoulder again. 

‘Okay, you teach me. But first I must get my notes.’ 

I disappeared into my room and returned with two pages of hastily 
scribbled notes I made before leaving home. It was getting dark now, and 
the guys had to turn on an overhead light to see what was written on the 
sheets, which I was trying to conceal from their prying eyes. 

‘Okay, so let’s see if I can get this right,’ I told them, trying to be 
more confident than what I was. 
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I started off with easy phrases first, like ‘Hello po.’ 

‘Hello.’ 

They nodded. 

‘Paalam.’ 

‘Goodbye.’ 

They nodded again. 

‘Paalam na kaibigan.’ 

‘Ah, he mean goodbye my friend.’ 

‘Salamat po.’ 

They nodded. 

‘Thank you.’ 

‘Mangyaring.’ 

They looked at each other. Then Mark looked at my notes. 

He corrected my pronunciation. 

‘I see.’ I took a sip of my drink and proceeded. ‘Sana po matulungan 
nyo po ako.’ 

They all stared at me blankly. 

Mark snatched the page from me. ‘He means, please help me,’ and 
thrust it back in my hand. 

‘That’s what I said,’ I protested. 

He shook his head. ‘No, it’s ...” then proceeded to say it correctly. 

The others found it amusing. 

I continued. ‘Kaibigan, mga kaibigan.’ 

They nodded. 

‘Friend, friends.’ 

‘Magrano po ba.’ 

‘He means, how much.’ 

“Yes. Magrano po ba yun.’ 

‘How much is it.’ 

“Yes. Magrano po ba ito.’ 

‘How much is this.’ 

‘Good. Magrano po ba ang bayad.’ 

They looked at each other again. Mark said something in Tagalog, 
and laughed, as did the others. 

He then corrected me. 

‘I see. Banyo.’ 

‘Toilet.’ 

“Yes. Serbesa.’ 

‘Beer.’ 

As he said that, they all raised their glasses and cheered. 

“Mas Lager.’ 

‘Lager.’ 
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“Saan. 

“Where.” 

“Taga saan ka ba.’ 

They looked at each other again and started murmuring as if trying to 
work out what I meant. 

I repeated it slower this time. 

‘Ah,’ Mark said and nodded. ‘He means, where are you from. Or saan 
ka pupunto.’ 

‘Ano ang pangalan ito.’ 

“What is your name.’ 

“Yes. Ang pangalan ko ay ...’ 

‘My name is ...’ 

“Yes. Ako si Joe.’ 

‘My name is Joe.’ 

I nodded. ‘Kumusta ka na.’ 

‘How are you.’ 

‘Kumusta ka na ngayon.’ 

‘How are you today.’ 

Mark corrected the last word, then made me say it again. The others 
laughed. 

Undeterred, I continued. ‘Ayos lang ako.’ 

‘I am fine.’ 

‘Asawa.’ 

‘Ah, husband,’ Mark shouted and started giggling like a little girl. 

‘No. Wife or husband,’ I protested, ignoring him, and continued. 
‘Magandang umaga.’ 

‘Good morning.’ 

‘Pakiusap.’ 

‘Please.’ 

‘Ako po pupunta sa ...’ 

Again, he grabbed the paper from me. ‘I want to go to ...” Then he 
corrected me. Even I laughed this time. 

‘Metro lang pakiusap, kuya.’ 

They all looked at each other inquisitively. 

I tried again, slower, with more pronunciation. Then Mark stood up. 
‘Ah, on the meter please, brother.’ 

‘Did I say it right?’ 

‘Almost,’ he replied, sitting back down. ‘We use kuya for brother.’ 

‘And ate for sister.’ 

“Yes, but it mean anything, like not intimate, just a friendly term for a 
boy or girl.’ 

Then they eagerly waited for my next faux pa, but there wasn’t any as 
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I had run out of phrases. 

‘Kaibigan,’ Mark announced and got up, as did his friends. 

So did I. We chinked glasses and sat down, somewhat amused by my 
crude attempt at speaking Tagalog. 

I watched Mark light up another cigarette, blowing the smoke out 
coolly as if he had years of practice, and wondered how many he smoked 
on average per day. 

‘So, Joe,’ he began to ask me, flicking his ash to the side, ‘what are 
you doing here?’ 

‘Travelling.’ 

‘Not working?’ 

‘No. Technically, I’m not able to work here being a foreigner as I’m 
not allowed to take your jobs.’ 

“You can have our jobs,’ Luke interjected. 

“Your jobs? You all work for the same company, I take it?’ 

“Yes, Barratt Construction. We’re working on that thing over there.’ 

I turned my head to see what Mark was pointing at, a multi-storey 
complex which looked half built, and fitted in with all the other concrete 
monstrosities round here. 

‘Ah, that thing.’ 

“Yes, that is why we stay here.’ 

‘And you do this every night?’ I asked, pointing to the bottles, the 
snacks, the cigarettes. 

“Yes. Why not? Nothing else to do around here.’ 

I imagined that was the case as I had seen little in the way of bars or 
clubs on the main road. And sometimes I wish it could be like England, 
with a pub on each corner, one where you could just walk in, order a cold 
refreshing pint, and sit down and have a chat with the stranger sitting 
next to you. 

Mark filled up my glass again, making it almost overflow with the 
last of the yelo, and tossed the empty bottle into the red crate on the 
ground. I looked at my phone. It was ten o’clock, too early for bed. If all 
the drink had gone, what were they going to do now? 

As if to answer my question, like a magician, Mark pulled out a bottle 
of some alcoholic drink from under the table. He plopped it down and 
said, ‘You’ ll like this.’ 

The others cheered upon seeing it, a bottle of Alfonso IH, whatever 
that was. I had a feeling I was about to find out. 

‘Will I?’ I asked, finishing off my drink. 

“Yes.” 

He grabbed my empty glass, swilled it out to make sure it was empty, 
then poured out this amber coloured liquid, and one for himself then 
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filled up the others. 

‘Cheers.’ 

We all chinked glasses. I watched them hesitantly sip their drinks, 
pretending it was some devilish hell-brew that could send me into the 
fiery pits. They laughed as I held the glass to my lips, unsure whether to 
take a swig or not. I did and was surprised by how fruity and mellow it 
was. It came across as a brandy, possibly mixed with wine, and seemed 
to warm you up inside. I nodded with approval. 

They all laughed at me, and my inner reluctance, as if I should know 
better: they were reliable, and I would be a fool not to trust them. After 
all, they weren’t going to poison me as they were all drinking from the 
same bottle. 

Soon we fell into a deep chat about the Philippines whilst slowly 
getting drunk. They were telling me about some tourist who got shot a 
few weeks back while being mugged at gunpoint. This did not bode well 
for other tourists wishing to come here, many of whom had already been 
put off by the amount of security everywhere. 

The level of security was daunting to most tourists, particularly in 
Manila. Full car inspections, x-rays, bag checks at the 5-star hotels, or 
even when out shopping in some of the malls, made you wonder how bad 
things really were, especially after that incident, with many of the 
security guards carrying guns and rifles, particularly round Rockwell, the 
well-to-do area just north of Poblacion. On top of that were the ever- 
present threats of taxi scams by the notorious taxi drivers. I had yet to 
experience that, although I told them how I was taken for a ride on the 
first night I was here. They accepted it; that kind of thing happens all the 
time. It had given the Philippines a bad reputation. 

We were getting on well, I thought, but Mark had this persistent habit 
of talking to me in English, then switching to Tagalog when talking to 
his friends who would look at me and smile. I never understood the 
fascination. 

Our attempts at parley were interrupted by the appearance of a big 
guy with a clean-shaven head who looked like a wrestler in his sports 
tank top, silk shorts, flip-flops, and heavily tattooed arms. 

‘This my friend, Joe,’ Mark said, introducing me to him. 

The big fellow shook my hand with a vice-like grip. 

‘Hello po,’ I saluted him. 

He simply nodded and sat down between us on a chair he pulled over 
from the side, then reached out and helped himself to one of Mark’s 
cigarettes and lit it using his lighter. 

‘This my boss,’ Mark explained. 

That made sense. 
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They started speaking in Tagalog. I was soon left out of it completely. 
The boss smoked, his shrewd eyes occasionally glancing over at me, then 
back to his staff who were laughing over something someone had said. 

‘Don’t worry, they’re not talking about you,’ he confided in me, in 
almost perfect English. 

I was taken aback as I did not think he could speak English at all. 

‘Good, that’s reassuring to know,’ I responded. 

“What are you doing here in Manilla?’ he asked. 

‘Just travelling. I want to see as much of this place as possible.’ 

‘Here, not much happens. You want to go to Burgos Street, in Makati. 
That’s where the real action is. Full of beautiful girls. Great bars, clubs, 
etc. You will like it there.’ 

‘Really? I might just go there next.’ 

As I fell into a conversation with this big Filipino, who would not 
look out of place in the ring or on the doors of a nightclub, I slowly 
began to realise I was having a decent conversation in English, probably 
for the first time since I stepped off the plane. Unlike his counterparts, 
who were incredibly immature for their age, he was not only older but 
wiser than them. 

It was a pity to see him stub out his cigarette and get up. I was hoping 
to talk to him for longer. He shook my hand and said, ‘Burgos Street, 
remember,’ and walked off. 

I nodded, meaning I would think about it. The bottle of Alfonso was 
now nearly empty, and the lads seemed to have regressed into their 
childish selves, with their chatting descending into a farce for their own 
puerile amusement. I was soon yawning and explained that it was late. I 
needed my bed, and left them to it, glad to enter the sober world of my 
room and got ready for bed. 
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I woke up at cockcrow, literally. The people next door kept a cock, I was 
to discover later, one leg of which was tied to the base of a shrub tree so 
it couldn’t escape. Yet I was wondering why they kept the stupid bird in 
the first place as all it did was make a horrendous noise, and any farmer 
in his right mind would have pointed a shotgun at it and gladly pulled the 
trigger. I felt the same way. 

I staggered out of bed and hauled my 31-year-old body to the bath- 
room for a refreshing shower, then lay on the bed and contemplated for 
what seemed hours. 

I was no longer thinking of England or my friends back at home. The 
past had receded into a distant memory: my mind was now pre-occupied 
by a form of quasi-optimism, a looking forward to the future, not with 
outright hope, but one mingled with a small degree of trepidation as well 
as caution, because I really was still unsure of what I was doing here, and 
what I was going to do next. I had no set plan, and as they say, if you fail 
to plan, you’re planning to fail. Unfortunately, I had no concept of what 
constituted success either. 

The immediate future was not so hard to fathom: my stomach was 
craving to be fed again. I hadn’t been to the shops and had nothing in the 
cupboards, not even those little sachets of coffee you can buy for 5 or 6 
pesos from the local 7 Eleven. I would have to get dressed then find 
something edible to eat, staying clear of any foreign foods, especially 
after all that drink last night. 

I remembered there was a tiny shop selling doughnuts and rolls on the 
main road. I thought I would give it a try. It was all my stomach could 
probably handle. I soon hit the main thoroughfare, busy as usual. It was 
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nearly midday. The sun was up high in the sky, beaming bright, making 
the earthlings underneath its glare cower to either side for any shade. I, 
for one, was glad to walk down this road in the sunshine: it did not make 
me feel I’m going crazy, like an Englishman or a dog out in the midday 
sun, and the dogs didn’t seem too bothered about it either. In fact, they 
seemed to be enjoying it, like me. I was content walking down the long 
endless road, wearing only my shades, shorts, T-shirt, and sandals. Also, 
I had no desire to drape a flannel or loose piece of cloth over my head 
like some Filipinos are wont to do to ward off the sun. They could get 
away with it. I knew I couldn’t. 

The hubbub of traffic was loud and deafening. Strangely, it did not 
assault my senses in the same way as before, as if I had already become 
acclimatised to it. Even the occasional Loud Wet Fart failed to disturb 
me out of this mild form of equilibrium I had inadvertently slipped into, 
one where I was at peace with the world, as if the forces of the universe 
were on my side, guiding me along. Or was it merely the after-effect of 
all that drink? 

Then I saw her at the shop. 

I stopped dead in my tracks. 

Right there in front of me, like a vision out of a Botticelli painting, 
was truly a sight to behold. She was dressed in virginal white, a long, 
loose dress that fitted her frame perfectly. The breasts, only just formed, 
were ample and visible beneath the low-cut neckline. The long slender 
arms, like any Filipina, were a pale tan, but slender with no ounce of fat. 
The buttocks were small but perfectly formed, hugged in tight by the 
white dress. And the small delicate feet were encased in a flimsy pair of 
sandals. As for the face, I could not see it: she was turned away from me. 
All I could see was her long black hair that hung like waves rolling down 
to her waistline. 

Suddenly, as if becoming conscious she was the centre of attention, 
she froze and slowly looked over her shoulder. Even now, I will never 
forget that look on her face when she smiled at me. Like the sun, she 
beamed brightly, and in that moment when our eyes met, it was as if the 
world had paused in time; everything was suspended temporarily. 

I raised my shades to my forehead so she could see my eyes, naked 
and alive, and we connected momentarily like two conduits of a circuit 
coming together. A spark ran through my body. I think she felt it too. We 
clicked instantaneously, and from that moment on I do believe we were 
destined to be together, inseparable, even though not a single word had 
passed our lips. 

The girl was young, yes, but not that young, or young enough to 
suggest immaturity or naivety. She was barely twenty yet looked like she 
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knew the world back to front, her virginal dress a facade disguising her 
real nature. 

Then she jolted back to the real world and suddenly became aware of 
what she was supposed to be doing, as if somehow the awareness of my 
presence had disturbed her to the point where she had completely 
forgotten why she was in the shop. 

The middle-aged woman to her left then seemed to be quite irritated 
by me, as if I was to blame. I wasn’t doing anything, except standing 
there admiring this magnificent creature. 

I smiled at the woman. She did not smile back. Instead, she glanced 
over to the young girl who was trying to not look at me. 

The girl was nervous. I must have made her aware of her woman- 
hood, her femininity. Yes, she was a woman, one that any man would 
find desirable, one that could attract whoever she wanted, even a white 
man like me who was now equally desirous of her. 

I didn’t mean to, but somehow, I put her on a pedestal, and this act of 
worship in itself had upset her balance, making her become acutely self- 
conscious. She vainly tried to hide it by making small talk with the 
woman, in Tagalog of course, then shifted to the side so I could get 
served in the small shop. 

I ordered half a dozen doughnuts with different toppings, my eyes 
never leaving the pretty sight for more than a few seconds. She smiled 
each time my eyes came back to her. It was a wicked smile, one of 
devilish delight, for she knew I wanted her. 

I feared leaving the shop now that I had been served, for it would 
mean I may never see this wondrous vision again. But the woman stared 
me out, then glared at me as if to say, ‘Well, what are you waiting for? 
You have been served, now get the fuck out of here!’ 

I had to tear myself away, give out a poorly pronounced ‘Salamat po,’ 
and turned my back on the girl. 

As I left the shop, I could hear an argument break out. It seemed 
strange to me why the girl did not leave the shop after being served, but 
did she buy anything? Then I recalled there was nothing in her hands, so 
I was mystified. I had to stop and look over my shoulder. The two were 
arguing about something, like mother and daughter. Then it hit me: they 
were mother and daughter. Now I could see it. Yes, there was a definite 
family resemblance, not immediately apparent, but one which was only 
discernible through their interaction with each other. 

Like the wayward Joanne, this one was being told off, and probably 
also had a problem with boys, with many eager to get into her pants. And 
I couldn’t blame them either. 

Then out of the blue the girl said something loud, which suggested to 
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me she was swearing, and gave her mother a filthy look and a gesture 
that was rude. She walked out of the shop and smiled, heading straight 
towards where I was standing, then stopped before me. 

“What was all that about?’ I asked, hoping she could speak English. 

‘It’s my mother. She was telling me I shouldn’t look at boys in that 
way. It only encourages them.’ 

Immediately I was flattered, mostly because I had been referred to as 
a boy, which I liked as it made me feel so much younger, also because 
she was encouraging me by looking at me ‘in that way.’ 

I smiled at her. ‘What’s your name?’ 

‘Sheena. What’s yours?’ 

‘Joe.’ 

“Where do you live, Joe?’ 

“Well, I’m staying just down the road there,’ I replied, indicating the 
turn off to RedDoorz. ‘Do you fancy a doughnut?’ I asked her, showing 
her the bag. 

She nodded and smiled. 

‘Come on then.’ 

I took her hand. She reciprocated by clasping my hand tightly as if we 
were already boyfriend-girlfriend; our two paths, destined to connect at 
some point, had already collided, coinciding like two arcs of a curve, 
bouncing off one another. I was delighted and led her back to my place. 

‘Sheena, how old are you?’ 

19. But I'll be 20 in two months’ time. Why, how old are you?’ 

I looked at her through my shades, unsure whether to tell her the truth 
or not. 

‘I’m in my thirties.’ 

‘Good. I like older men.’ 

When she said that an extra pulse leaped in my heart. Here was this 
lovely girl, who I was now leading up the leafy lane back to my room for 
casual sex, and she was into older men. I felt a pull in the pit of my 
stomach, the same sensation you get when the plane takes off. My blood 
surged. 

We were going there for one thing and one thing only: sex. Was it 
really that simple here? 

On the way she was telling me about her mother, how she was always 
reproaching her for being too forward and for not holding back, almost 
throwing herself at any boy who fancied her. Her English was not that 
brilliant, but I got the gist of what she was saying, despite making the 
occasional linguistic error. 

I led her up the stairs to my room, allowing her to go first up the 
concrete steps, my eyes fixed on her tidy derriére and the two cheeks that 
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were inviting to be parted. 

I let her into my room. The first thing she did was to sit on the edge of 
my bed and slip off her sandals and rub her feet as if they were sore. 

‘Do your feet hurt?’ 

‘It’s these fucking sandals,’ she replied. 

I was almost shocked, but not quite, at her off-the-cuff reply, not 
expecting a lady of her calibre to swear. 

‘Let me rub them better for you,’ I half-joked. 

‘Thanks,’ she replied, and chuckled. 

I got on my knees and took her delicate looking feet in both hands 
and rubbed them gently. 

‘Like that?’ 

‘Oh, yes, that’s wonderful. I need some new ones, but I cannot afford 
another pair.’ 

‘Well, if I’m still around tomorrow, [ll buy you a pair.’ 

‘Really?’ 

I nodded. 

‘T like you, Joe.’ 

‘Thanks, and I like you too.’ 

After a few minutes I could see the magic had worked. Either that or 
she was getting bored. She was looking round my room, at what I had, 
what was here that made me want to stay in this room. 

‘How long have you been here?’ 

‘Only a day,’ I answered, assuming she meant the room. 

‘No, I mean here in Manila,’ 

‘Oh, sorry. Just a few days.’ 

‘Do you like it?’ 

‘It does have some interesting points, put it that way,’ I replied, my 
eyes averting to her breasts. 

She smiled, knowingly, aware of the innuendo. 

‘How long you staying here?’ 

‘Not sure. It depends on what happens by the end of the month.’ 

“Why the end of the month?’ 

‘That’s when my visa runs out. I may renew it, stay on, or I may go 
on elsewhere.’ 

‘T see.’ 

She lay back on her side tucking her naked feet behind her and 
watched me go over to the kitchen area and fetch out a plate. I dropped 
all six doughnuts on it, threw the empty bag away and carried them over 
to her, like a slave serving his mistress. 

‘I hope they’re good,’ I said. 

‘They should be. My mother makes them.’ 
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‘She makes all the doughnuts herself?’ 

“Yes. There’s a nice tidy profit to be made from food here. Everyone 
must eat, so why not. It costs her 5 pesos to make one of these,’ she told 
me, picking up a doughnut with pink icing, sinking her white teeth into 
it, with the same kind of subliminal message I got from Joanne. 

Is that all Filipinos think about: food, drink, and sex? 

I smiled and helped myself. 

“Well, she charged me 20 pesos each.’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘That’s 15 pesos profit. How many does she sell per day?’ 

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Don’t know. It depends. On a good day 
over 400. On a bad day only half that.’ 

‘Even so, that’s still 4,000 pesos, minus 1,000 for costs, making it 
about 3,000. That isn’t bad for a day’s work.’ 

“Yes, but she has overheads,’ she said, finishing her doughnut, 
selecting another. ‘She has to pay the rent for the shop, the electricity, 
and she works long hours, from six in the morning, sometimes till at least 
eight at night.’ 

‘I see,’ I said, sliding down on the bed next to her, pretending to be 
eating, our mouths almost lined up, our eyes fixed on each other. ‘And 
what do you do?’ 

‘I go to college during the week, and I go to church on Sunday. On 
Saturdays I help out by working for my mother in the shop.’ 

I then realised, yes, today was Saturday. I had quite forgotten, but 
that’s what happens when you’re not working. You forget what day of 
the week it is. 

‘So, you should be helping her today?’ 

She shrugged and lay on her back, dipping the doughnut in her mouth 
in a suggestive way that made me smile. 

‘I couldn’t give a shit. I don’t get paid for it, so why should I?’ 

It was remarkable talking to this young girl, as if I was talking to an 
English one, having the same attitude. Is that what happens when a 
young Filipina is brought up on Western culture through exposure to our 
TV shows and films? 

I laughed. 

“What’s so funny?’ 

“You have a bit of icing stuck to your lip.’ 

‘Where?’ 

‘Just there.’ 

I pointed at the spot on her lower lip. She was about to remove it with 
her finger. I clasped her hand and lowered my head towards her, licking 
the article off her lip with my wet tongue, my eyes fixed on hers. They 


69 


Part 1: The Prelude 


were dark and inviting. I could not resist now. My lips clamped on hers, 
my tongue darted into her wide-open inviting mouth, and my hands 
clutched her shoulders so she could not resist or pull away. Not that she 
wanted to. In fact, her whole body gave into me, as if to say, “Take me. 
You can have me. I’m yours.’ 

I stopped, sat up, pulled my top off. She responded by rolling over, 
indicating the zip on the back of her dress and made me undo it. I pulled 
it all the way down to her waistline. Like a snake she slithered out of it, 
now wearing only her bra and panties. I was getting hard just looking at 
this animal, who had ‘Fuck me’ written all over her. Her bra was one of 
those strapless wraparound things, about three inches wide, and her 
panties were skimpy little things, white like her bra. 

“You have a magnificent abdomen.’ 

I bent down and kissed her little belly button, then rose, and looked at 
her. She smiled. Her skin was of a light brown colour, bordering on 
bronze. It shone with a sheen as the sun, filtered by the red curtains, hit 
it. Just then I knew she was mine. 

We kissed, for what seemed like eternity, rolling on the big, wide bed, 
my hands in her hair cradling her head, clasping it so her mouth could 
not escape mine. We were soon exchanging saliva, our tongues 
embracing, dancing to a Terpsichorean rhythm, one that had been spelt 
throughout the centuries as if we were trying to merge as one. I was 
right: this girl was experienced. 

She pushed me over onto my back, stopped kissing and sat up on my 
belly. Her hands went to the back of her bra and undid the clasp, her eyes 
never straying from mine, determined to see my reaction once the hidden 
orbs were exposed. 

I gasped. 

They were perfectly formed breasts, small, but not too small, yet what 
got me were the nipples surmounting the dark golden aureoles: they were 
long, like I had never seen before, and hard as stalks, standing out. 

She smiled at my astonishment and made me play with them with my 
fingers, then cooed with delight every time I twiddled them or tried to 
stretch them. Like elastic, they would snap back as I let go. Each time 
she giggled and moved her crutch over my groin, making sure I was 
hard. Indeed, I was. Then she bent down, kissed me, and forced me to 
suck her nipples, her crutch rubbing my crotch. I could feel the warmth 
coming through her cotton panties. My shorts and underwear were now 
the last bastions preventing me from having an intimate connection. 

As if reading my mind, she stopped and slipped her hand down, then 
undid the cord holding up my shorts, then pulling my pants and shorts 
down simultaneously, she straddled my legs until what was left of my 
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clothes were on the floor, and whipped off my sandals, then jumped back 
on the bed. Her hand automatically went to my knob, stroking it, pulling 
it back and forth, making sure it was hard for her, then rolled down her 
panties. I was surprised to see a tattoo, like a thin line of ink, on her 
pubic area connecting her hips, almost hidden by a tiny amount of hair. 
She smiled at my interest then climbed on top, inserting me inside her, 
moaning with delight. 

She rode me. She rode me hard, like a professional cowgirl. Within 
minutes, I could feel myself coming. I didn’t want to come just yet, so I 
pulled out and rolled her over. Her legs parted wide, and I thrust myself 
inside her, my lips clamping round those delicious nipples of hers, so 
long, so erect now, you could hang a coat on them. I now rode her and 
loved the way she yelped. She was very vocal. I wanted to clamp her 
mouth shut as she could be heard by the neighbours, but I didn’t give a 
shit now, I was beyond the point of no return and magnificently exploded 
inside her. Like a piston running out of steam, my body slowed down 
until finally it stopped, on top of her, her legs wrapping tightly around 
me as if trying to squeeze out every drop of that precious love juice. She 
sighed as I died. 

About 30 minutes later I slowly regained consciousness. Our two 
bodies were still stuck together. The glue of our sweat made it hard to 
separate, the adhesion almost ripping the skin apart as I pulled away 
from her. It stung. I flounced on the empty space next to her, sprawled 
out my tired naked body, and held her hand. 

‘That was wonderful,’ she chirped. 

‘Good. I feel much better after that.’ 

She let go of my hand, got up and crossed the room to the CR at the 
end. I watched her buttocks waddle from side to side and found it 
amusing. She left the door open. I couldn’t see what she was doing, but I 
could hear her. It sounded like water was being sprayed. 

I climbed off the bed, still naked, and duly made my way to the CR, 
propping myself against the side, crossing my arms, and had a good look. 

‘So that’s what it’s for.’ 

She glanced up at me and nodded. 

I always wondered what use it could be put to. It was the first time I 
had come across this spray thing attached to the toilet. My perverted 
mind was coming up with all sorts of obscene scenarios. She was using it 
to clean out her vagina whilst sitting on the toilet, her legs parted wide. 

She finished, stood up and stepped into the shower. Turning on the 
water she smiled at me as if to ask invitingly, ‘Why don’t you join me?’ 

I did not hesitate. I stepped in and came up behind her, our bodies 
pressed closely together as the warm water slid down between them. My 
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hands automatically reached round to her breasts, cupping them, then 
squeezing them. She thrust the bar of soap into my hand and made me 
wash her all over, the soap going round in circles, round her breasts, 
round her waist, then her thighs, and between her legs. She pushed me 
back, then bent down and thrust out her backside and grabbed my penis. 
She stroked it till I was hard again and introduced me inside her. Within 
seconds our bodies clicked back into that primal rhythm. Her hands 
clutched the pipe attached to the wall, holding onto it for life as I banged 
away, making sure I penetrated her deep and good. Occasionally I could 
hear her whisper, ‘Fuck, fuck, yes, yes,’ and again came inside her. She 
yelped with delight. 

It was magnificent once more. 

She pulled away and cleaned herself out for the second time, then 
started drying herself off. I came up behind her again and grabbed the 
towel from her small nimble hands and wiped her all over. She took it 
from me and wrapped the towel round her head, now full of her wet hair, 
and smiled. Like a mother with her child, she led me back to the bed and 
lay on it. Surely, she didn’t expect me to perform again! 

She patted the space next to her and I felt myself being instructed to 
lie down. As I did so, she embraced me and kissed my cheek. 

‘That was lovely,’ she whispered. 

‘Good. I’m glad you enjoyed it.’ 

‘Oh, I did.’ 

‘Out of interest, am I the first Englishman you’ve been to bed with?’ 

She nodded and rested her head on my shoulder. ‘Yes, but I’ve been 
with a Dutch, a German and an Australian.’ 

‘I see. So, you have had a few men?’ 

“Yes, but don’t tell my boyfriend.’ 

What? 

I wanted to jump off the bed. I felt I couldn’t have Joanne yesterday 
because she had a boyfriend, and here was me banging this girl who was 
in a relationship. 

‘Oh,’ I simply replied, still flabbergasted. ‘And where is he today?’ 

‘He’s at work. He works on that construction site over there,’ she 
replied, indicating where Mark and his cohorts were also working. 

‘I see. And how often do you see him?’ 

‘Every night when he’s finished work. He doesn’t have to go to work 
tomorrow, so I will see him all day. We always go to church together.’ 

I shook my head on hearing that. Here is this girl who’s done the dirty 
on her boyfriend by going to bed with me, yet she also happens to go to 
church. How hypocritical was that? 

‘What?’ she asked innocently. 
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‘Nothing.’ 

‘Don’t you like having fun?’ 

“Yes, it’s just that I don’t approve of it when there is another partner 
involved.’ 

‘He couldn’t give a shit. ’m a... what you call it, there for show?’ 

‘A trophy wife, you mean. Or in your case, a trophy girlfriend.’ 

“Yes, there to show as I’m the best-looking girl in the whole town.’ 

I chuckled at that. 

‘Don’t you think so?’ 

“Yes, you are. I think you’re gorgeous. But you need to be faithful, 
especially if you’re a Christian.’ 

She ignored me and laid fully on her back. Her left hand reached 
down and started playing with her pussy. Her right reached for my knob 
and started playing with it. I thought, ‘Here we go again.’ 

I gazed at her. She wasn’t even looking at me. Her eyes were closed, 
her mouth was partly open. I loved the way her tongue would slither in 
and out, lick her lips, and I felt myself yearning for her again. 

We fucked once more. It was magnificent, even better than before as 
it lasted longer, with each of us trying to prove how hard we could ride 
each other, until I was exhausted. Her hot, heaving breasts were crushed 
now against my chest. She lay on top of me panting for a while, trying to 
get her breath back. I loved the feel of her warm breath against my neck. 
It made my ears tingle. My hands rubbed her sides, going all the way up 
and down her full length as far as I could reach, then back up again, to 
the softness of her breasts, back to the roundness of her buttocks, back 
and forth, back and forth. 

‘Don’t you love this?’ I whispered in her ear. “The two of us together 
like this, our bodies touching, skin to skin, flesh against flesh, mingling, 
congealing, uniting in a love embrace?’ 

She simply murmured then pulled herself off me. 

‘I must go now.’ 

She flung the towel on the floor and lashed out her long wet hair. 

“Your hair’s all wet. You’re liable to catch a cold if you go out now.’ 

‘Don’t worry about me.’ 

She disappeared to the bathroom. I could hear her washing herself 
again, then she returned with another towel, drying herself between her 
legs, then her hair. 

I watched with fascination the way she got dressed, pulling her 
panties up her hairless legs, her bra now encasing those breasts of hers 
with those magnificent nipples, still standing out like stalks, and slipped 
on her dress, doing up the zip with ease. 

‘I’m going now,’ she whispered as she put her uncomfortable sandals 
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back on. 

She bent down to kiss me. 

‘Bye,’ I whispered back. 

‘Do you have any money?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘I need to get something to eat.’ 

I reached over for my money belt and pulled out my wallet. ‘I’ve only 
got about three hundred until I go to the ATM. Will that do?’ 

She snatched the money out of my hand, tucked it in her cleavage, 
kissed me again. 

‘Thanks. Bye.’ 

I lay on the bed and watched her walk out the door, like a dirty little 
whore, who’s probably done this before, dozens of times, if not more. 
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Chapter 1 
Fun on Burgos Street 


By eleven o’clock the next moming my bags were packed, and I was 
waiting in the lobby for the girl to sort out my deposit. RedDoorz hostels 
always insist on their guests leaving a deposit of either 1,000 or 1,500 
pesos towards any unforeseen costs, like damage to the property, towels 
missing, that kind of thing. I started tapping my foot impatiently after 
one of the bellboys was sent on an errand to check out the room, to make 
sure everything was accounted for, and I wasn’t trying to run off with the 
television. He came back and simply nodded. I was given my money 
back and thanked them. 

Much later I was to learn what he was really looking for: stained 
sheets. The hostels here have a big thing about stains on their sheets: they 
don’t like the guests making a mess of their laundry. If they do, they 
don’t get all the deposit back; simple. Although we had sex yesterday, 
Sheena and I did not leave copious amounts of sexual fluids all over the 
bed. Some of the other hostels ask for payment up front for such 
eventualities, what they refer to as ‘sanitation.’ I had to assume there was 
little evidence of ‘sanitation’ here and smugly tucked the crisp thousand 
note into my wallet and walked out. 

I had planned the day well. I was leaving for Makati. That seemed to 
be the next logical stop in my tour of this provincial isle. I booked a 
cheap room in a dormitory on Burgos Street itself. Now I was just 
waiting for a Grab, the fully regulated taxi service here, to pick me up. 
When my driver arrived, I was surprised to see it was just an ordinary 
sedan, with no signage, apart from a small sticker in the window advert- 
ising the company. I climbed in the back. It was very comfortable, with 
the air conditioning on, some low-key music and a quiet driver who just 
got on with the driving and didn’t bother trying to make small talk. I 
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didn’t need that. I was quite content to look out the window, in a way 
waving goodbye to Parafiaque, as we went round and up past the airport 
heading north. I kept my phone on my lap with one eye on the tracker as 
the car continued without too much delay. I wanted to see how long it 
would really take: the journey was estimated to be about 30-40 minutes, 
depending on the amount of traffic, even though the price was fixed by 
distance rather than time. ‘Not too bad,’ I said to myself, as the driver 
pulled up. 

It had only taken 32 minutes. 

‘There it is,’ the driver informed me, pointing to the building. 

I wasn’t sure what to expect. It looked more like an office block. I 
could see there was a small bar/bistro downstairs, and to the right of it a 
big glass door with a security guard sitting behind it. A quick glance over 
my shoulder had me intrigued as the road wasn’t heaving like I thought it 
would be. Little evidence of many tourists; it certainly wasn’t bustling 
with expats either. I was disappointed. Maybe it was still too early. 

I grabbed my things and paid the driver, telling him he could keep the 
change. It was only a few pesos. I climbed out and watched the taxi as it 
sped away, then turned to face the door. The security guard kindly 
opened it for me, ushered me inside. I explained to the Filipino behind 
the desk that I was early. All I wanted to do was drop off my bags, go 
and get something to eat. 

In Manila hostels have a policy of kicking out guests by 11.00 the 
following morning. The trouble is you cannot move into the next one 
until around 2.00, when it is ready. This often leaves the traveller in 
something of a quandary. If his journey from one hostel to the next is 
short, as mine was, then there is little he can do except kill time by 
hanging round the shops, have a wander round, explore the area, or go 
for a meal beforehand, like I did at RedDoorz. By then hopefully the 
booking will be ready and he can move in. This predicament would play 
a crucial role in what was to happen to me later. 

I was pleased to see the security guard take my bags, making sure all 
the zips were fastened, before stashing them safely away in the back. I 
left them there knowing they would not go amiss, as many travellers 
often do the same thing. I was shown out of the door and turned to my 
right, heading down Burgos towards the main road, Makati Avenue. I 
spotted a Burger King near the corner where we turned off. It seemed to 
be the best place to go for lunch and try to kill a couple of hours before I 
could book in later. 

The road was relatively quiet for this time of the day. By night I could 
imagine it would be a completely different story. There were loads of 
bars and clubs either side of the street, all designed to cater for foreign 
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clientele, and probably the somewhat seedier elements of this town as 
well. It was the sort of place that would attract them. I could imagine 
them haunting this dubious street, busy roving the bars, in search of 
dupes, victims, anyone who appeared to be vulnerable and thus easy to 
prey on. All I could see at present were a few stragglers here and there, 
and the odd one or two foreigners, mostly white males, for which I was 
grateful. I was desperate for a good conversation in English, with 
someone who was conversant in my mother tongue. Up to now I wasn’t 
impressed with the natives I had come across: few spoke good English. 

I had only got about halfway down when I was accosted by a rather 
large lady who looked amazingly like one of my old aunts, her hair all 
quiffed, her black dress just about fitting her portly frame, with thick 
dabs of make-up visible on her face, evidently done in an effort to 
disguise her real age. 

“Where you going?’ she asked, grabbing my arm, forcing me to stop. 

I was taken aback by her forthrightness. ‘I’m going to get something 
to eat,’ I replied, warily. 

‘Really? Oh, maybe you take me with you, yes? I’m sure you would 
like company, wouldn’t you?’ 

She then started thrusting her rather ample breasts against my arm, so 
I was momentarily distracted, making sure I got a good eyeful of her 
cleavage. There was something about her wayward manner that made me 
instinctively back off. 

I simply smiled and said, ‘It’s okay, I don’t need company.’ 

She let my arm go. ‘You sure?’ 

“Yes, fine.’ 

I walked off, looking over my shoulder, half-expecting her to follow 
me, thinking I’d just had a close shave, when I walked straight into some 
guy trying to sell me something. At first, I couldn’t work out what it was. 
He kept waving his hand around. He was holding a packet of something. 
Then I caught a glimpse of the label. It was Viagra, or something 
pretending to be that wonder drug. 

“You want to buy, yes?’ he asked, and like the old woman he also 
clutched my arm. ‘Yes?’ 

I tore myself away and stepped back a good foot from him, shaking 
my head, and gesticulating with my hands that I was not interested. 
Luckily, he desisted, and went off scouring for another would-be sucker 
to peddle his wares to. 

What was going on here? Within the space of two minutes, I was 
being accosted by complete strangers. Is it because I’m a white male, a 
foreigner, someone to be easily duped? I was glad to get into the safety 
and security of Burger King. At least here I felt at home. It was not 
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daunting either: everyone appeared to be friendly with no sharp looks, 
like I had been getting before. I ordered a Junior Whopper meal and took 
a table by the window overlooking the main road, Makati Avenue, and 
waited to get served. 

The service was prompt and efficient. The pretty Filipina who served 
me deposited my meal on the table gracefully and retreated with a smile. 
I thanked her and got stuck in. 

I could not tear my eyes away from the outside. The street was chock- 
a-block with traffic, not as bad as Death’s Highway, yet I could imagine 
during certain times of the day it would get even more hectic with all the 
commuters going to work in the morning, then coming home in the 
evening, each vehicle vying for a piece of much sought after tarmac, and 
I would be faced with the same problem of crossing it when there didn’t 
appear to be any pedestrian crossings (there were, in fact, about three 
nearby, with the Americanised ‘Ped X’ signs). I also noticed there were a 
few white guys walking around. I hoped there were more, preferably 
English. It would be great to have a decent chat, for a change. I finished 
my meal and washed it down with the cold Sprite I ordered, deliberately 
taking my time. I was in no hurry. 

I checked the time on my phone. Only half an hour had passed. I still 
had about two hours to kill. What should I do? I wanted to have a 
shower, get changed into fresh clothes, and relax on my bed. There was 
little point in going back to the hostel, not yet. They would undoubtedly 
tell me my bed wasn’t ready. A quick look at the map app on my phone 
indicated I was near the start of Burgos Street. It continued up past my 
hostel (about halfway). At the other end it joined back onto Makati 
Avenue. If I was to walk all the way then I might be able to gauge why 
Mark’s boss recommended it. I was still intrigued to see what he was 
referring to. Besides, it was the only plan of action I could come up with. 

I hit Burgos and started walking up one side, the sunny one, and 
noticed the other side, where there were quite a few people milling 
around, was in the shade. That did not surprise me. I knew Filipinos have 
an aversion to the sun, always preferring not to be in direct sunlight, 
minimising exposure to the sun’s rays as much as possible. On that side I 
saw girls hanging around together, busy chatting, smoking, and casually 
casting an eye around to see who was passing by. One of them spotted 
me. She must have thought I was interested because she smiled. I didn’t 
mean to, but I automatically smiled back, then thought of the old woman 
who accosted me earlier. They must be prostitutes, I thought. 

I immediately averted my gaze and pretended I hadn’t really noticed 
any of them. The last thing I wanted was some tart trying to get business 
out of me, at this time of the day. Surely, they should be working the 
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streets at night. But I suppose if you have a commission-only job like 
prostitution, you’d be willing to work all hours of the day, especially if 
business was not too hot. After all, it is a performance-related profession: 
you only get paid for the actual work, rather than the hours you put in, so 
you need to make yourself available all hours of the day. It must be a 
hard life, particularly when there’s loads of competition around. I could 
also imagine it being very competitive at night. 

I forgot about them and continued on my way, fascinated by all the 
names of the bars as I took in the signs, like Cafe Cubana, Nautika, Fyre, 
The Filling Station, the latter lending itself to an American theme, styled 
on the boutiques of the fifties, where you would go for a knickerbocker 
glory, with loads of 45s on the old jukebox. This bar had an over-sized 
painted statue of a film star in the window. It could be either Marilyn 
Monroe or Mae West, or any other icon associated with America, 
obviously designed to appeal to expats who may be feeling homesick. 

I came to the main junction with Kalayaan Avenue, crossed over. 
Here the bars seemed to be thinning out. Now it was restaurants and 
bistros, with a 7 Eleven right opposite my hostel, and some more 
restaurants specialising in Asian cuisine, either Korean or Chinese, and 
further on there was another 7 Eleven, only a couple of hundred yards 
down or so. Then I came to the end of the street and was back on Makati 
Avenue. I crossed over, back into the sunlight, and wondered why I had 
come all the way here. Yes, there were a few foreigners present, but not 
enough to justify me staying for too long. I will try out a few nights here, 
I decided, then perhaps go off somewhere else, and later make up my 
mind if I liked Makati or not. 

I checked the time again. Still 1 hour 20 minutes to kill. What to do? 

Before I could think of an answer, I noticed a tall white guy was 
heading towards me wearing a bright blue T-shirt, dark shorts and black 
trainers, his head covered in a grey baseball cap. At first, I thought he 
must be an American as he looked the part. To my surprise he stopped in 
front of me and smiled. 

‘G'day,’ he greeted me, in a strong Australian accent. 

I simply nodded and said, ‘Hi.’ 

“You’re English, right?’ 

“Yes, I am.’ 

‘IT could tell. Thought so. What are you doing around here?’ 

‘Just travelling, seeing the sights, that kind of thing ...’ 

‘A bloody tourist,’ he jested and laughed. 

‘Not exactly. I’m what you might call a digital nomad.’ 

‘Oh, Jeez, one of those,’ he said in an unappreciative tone. 

“Yes, one of those. I’m writing about my experiences here in Manila.’ 
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‘Oh, you’re a writer?’ 

‘Sort of. Put it this way, a struggling writer.’ 

“You mean, you write but struggling to make any money out of it.’ 

“You could say that. That’s why I came here, hoping to get some 
inspiration from this place.’ 

“You won’t get much inspiration looking at that.’ 

The guy now had his eye firmly fixed on the backside of a short 
Filipina who was nearly as wide as she was tall. 

He laughed. It made me laugh too. 

‘No, if you want inspiration you have to go up the other end of the 
street, that’s where all the fit birds are.’ 

“Yes, I’ve seen a few already.’ 

‘Bet you have. You wait till nighttime, that’s when they all come out.’ 

‘They? You mean, the girls?’ 

“Yep, and all the fucking animals.’ 

‘Animals?’ 

“Yes, expats trying to get their ends away; they’re fucking animals. 
Why, ain’t you been here long?’ 

‘No, I’ve just got here. It’s my first time in Makati.’ 

‘Oh, where else have you been then?’ he asked, noticing my tan. 

‘Oh, no, I got that back in England when we had about a week of sun. 
That constituted our summer. I’ve only been to Parafiaque so far, and the 
main reason I went there was because it wasn’t far from the airport. I 
stayed there a few nights, then I came here.’ 

“Why here?’ 

“Well, it was recommended to me. Also, I noticed there weren’t many 
white people in Parafiaque, and I was hoping to meet a few, just to get 
their perspective on things, you know, what they liked about living here.’ 

“You didn’t see any?’ 

‘Not one, all the time I was there. I reckon I was the only white guy 
walking around. I made a comment about it on a Facebook page, and 
boy, did I get some flak for that, all because I used the term “white,” 
meaning foreigners, you know, non-Filipinos. Nobody liked me using 
that word, thinking it was offensive. I really regret posting it now.’ 

‘Don’t worry about it, ignore those keyboard warriors who don’t do 
anything except criticise other people, the sort who have no lives of their 
own but need to make out they’re superior to everyone else by running 
down what others say. Besides, if you want to meet white people there’s 
plenty here.’ 

“Well, I’ve met you.’ 

‘So you have.’ He chuckled to himself and smiled, his whole face 
creasing into a crooked grin, his dark grey eyes sparkling. ‘Trevor’s the 
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name. Everyone calls me Trev.’ 

He took my hand and shook it wildly. 

‘Nice to meet you, Trev. Joe’s the name, believe it or not.’ 

‘I bet you’ve been getting a lot of stick for that.’ 

“You can say that again, but I quite like the in-built humour, and it 
feels as if everybody knows me already when they call me by that name.’ 

‘It’s not the only name you’ll get called round here. You’ll see.’ 

Trev went quiet as he watched a couple of cars go past. I reckoned he 
was in his early fifties and the way he came across was of an intelligent 
man who had done things and seen things. We seemed to be hitting it off 
straight away, and I quite liked the idea of having a companion who at 
least spoke English and was on the same wavelength as mine. 

‘So, how long have you been here?’ I asked, intrigued. 

‘Here in Makati, only a few weeks. But I came over about three 
months ago, travelling all round Manila. Been to some of the beaches, 
that was interesting. We went out to Oslob a month ago where you can 
go swimming with whale sharks. They come right up to you and brush 
by your side. Fucking amazing, that was. There’s no danger, either, as 
they’re incredibly friendly, and when you touch them, you feel connected 
with nature because these things have been around for millions of years. 
You should try going there.’ 

‘I might do. I’m not quite sure what I’m doing. I have no large-scale 
plan or itinerary. I’m kind of leaving everything open.’ 

“The best way, mate. It’s like this American girl I met the other day. 
She had everything planned meticulously, knew where she was going, 
what buses she was catching the next day, what time she had to be up by, 
all figured out. But where’s the fun in that?’ 

‘I know what you mean. So, what are you doing, then?’ 

‘Me? I’m just bumming around, mate, taking each day as it comes. 
It’s the only way to be. As well as, of course, chasing after the birds.’ 

‘I see. So, you’ve met a few?’ 

‘Indeed, I have. But you must be careful. Some of them carry STDs, 
and the last one cost me a fortune. Had to go to the clinic, see a specialist 
doctor, get tested, to find out what I had. I was cleared for syphilis and 
HIV but tested positive for gonorrhoea.’ 

‘Can’t say I’ve ever had that.’ 

“You don’t want to either, mate. It’s horrible. It hurts when you pee, 
like this burning sensation, then the next day you get a discharge, this 
disgusting smelling yellow-orange puss which keeps oozing out of your 
bell-end, and you notice it’s uncomfortable because it’s like you’re 
walking round with a semi-erection. Had to get some antibiotics, which 
did the trick. Only three tablets. They killed the disease, dead, in less 
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than 24 hours. My night of fun ended up costing me over three grand.’ 

“Would have been cheaper if you had used protection,’ I joked. 

“Yes, but you don’t know what you’re going to bed with half the time 
around here. You also gotta be careful, ‘cos they ain’t all girls, neither.’ 

“You mean, some of the girls are boys?’ 

“Yeah, right-o. Fucking lady-boys, but so convincing you cannot tell 
unless you give them the old ...” He made an obscene gesture with his 
finger. ‘Fucking lady-boys.’ 

‘Chicks with dicks.’ 

“Yeah, right. So always check first.’ 

He chuckled again and started regaling me about some of his exploits 
since he had been in Makati. I noticed that I wasn’t really listening or 
paying much attention to what he was saying, I was more interested in 
the way he was saying it, becoming quite animated, gesticulating wildly. 

‘Then over there, the other day, strewth!’ he continued, pointing at a 
small vacant lot in the corner barricaded with corrugated iron, ‘I saw 
some guy having a shit, right in front of me. I mean, this was in broad 
daylight. He’s squatting there having a dump and people are walking past 
not even raising a fucking eyebrow. I thought I had seen everything until 
I saw that. Un-fucking-believable.’ 

‘He was obviously desperate.’ 

“Yeah, but that’s Makati all over, no one gives a shit about anything. 
Look at these shoes,’ he said pointing at his trainers, his hand resting on 
my shoulder as he swivelled one foot upside down, ‘Look at them. Brand 
new, two or three months ago. Bought them when I first got here, and 
they’re already falling apart.’ He then pulled back the sole round by the 
heel to show where it had come loose. ‘But that’s what it is like here. 
Cheap and tatty shit. With nobody giving a shit about quality anymore. 
That’s what is so strange about this country. Nobody cares. I mean, look 
at it. There you have a decent building on one side, and over there,’ he 
pointed to the other side of the street, ‘a dilapidated dump like that. You 
would think they would tear that thing down. It’s a monstrosity. But 
that’s the Philippines all over. The old and new, side by side, a strange 
juxtaposition of the rich affluent and the poor derelicts, all crammed 
together in very little space where they can’t even build fucking decent 
pavements to walk on.’ 

He kicked at a paving slab. It came away easily and was now loose. 

‘I mean, look at it. How the fuck do they get away with that?’ 

‘I know what you mean. Back in England it wouldn’t be tolerated. 
The council would be up in arms, people complaining, petrified that if 
anyone tripped over, they would undoubtedly sue them for every penny 
they’ve got.’ 
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‘Exactly. It’s like on the main road over there,’ he started telling me, 
pointing round the corner to Makati Avenue, ‘people were complaining 
about this massive pothole in the middle of the road. It had been there for 
ages. One day, in their wisdom, the authorities decided to do something 
about it and got it filled in. Did they use tarmac, like the rest of the road? 
No, of course they fucking didn’t. They used cement ‘cos it’s cheaper, 
and within two weeks it has cracked open, looking a right fucking mess. 
That’s the Philippines: they take ages getting round to doing something 
about it, and when they do, they make a hash of it by not doing it right or 
properly. Shoddy workmanship. And no one gives a shit about it because 
it is commonly accepted that is how life is here.’ 

‘How long are you staying here?’ 

‘Not sure. Until my money runs out, I guess. Had to go back to the 
old bureau the other day and sort out my visa. Fucking cunts down there. 
Scam merchants. Made me pay extra this time as I had been here for two 
months, so I had to fork out for a fucking ACR.’ 

‘A what?’ 

‘One of these,’ he told me, pulling out a card from his wallet. ‘An 
Alien Certificate of Registration card. It means I can stay here officially, 
but it’s all a con, you know, one big scam to get more money out of the 
likes of you and me. Con merchants, that’s what they are. Scammers.’ 

‘How much was that then?’ 

“Two thousand on top of what I already had to pay out to get my visa 
extended. Strewth! I’ll be out of pocket at this rate.’ 

‘Don’t you work here?’ 

‘No, of course not. We foreigners ain’t allowed to work here.’ 

“Yes, I know that. So, what are you living on?’ 

‘My savings. I packed up everything I had, got rid of my belongings 
and dumped what I could at my sister’s place, gave up my job, moved 
out of my rented apartment, went through what you might call a midlife 
crisis, then came here. I just needed to get away. Things weren’t working 
out too well for me back at home. I thought a change of scenery might do 
me some good.’ 

I nodded, knowing exactly what he meant. ‘I was in the same frame 
of mind before I came here. I honestly believed my life was going 
nowhere, that I had no real future to speak of. And what I found most 
exasperating about the town where I was living, where I had been for 
several years, everything seemed to be changing all around me. My 
favourite shops had closed. The places where I used to work had either 
been converted into student flats or torn down. The people I had known 
years ago had moved on. Everything was changing, except me. I was still 
in the same situation as when I first moved there, still in the same 
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crummy flat, still not meeting the right woman, still saddled with the 
same old duff job where you work long hours and get paid peanuts. 
Basically. I knew I just had to get out otherwise I would end up feeling 
like a corpse in the ground, already half dead, barely alive. Do you know 
what I mean?’ 

“Yes, I understand, matey. Got the first plane out and came here. It’s 
the best thing I’ve ever done. I had to get out of the rat race. Fucking 
hated it. Never again. Travelling, seeing the world, enjoying myself, it’s 
the only way.’ He chuckled again. ‘So where are you staying, Joe?’ 

‘Up the road, at a hostel. I can’t move in yet. The bed isn’t ready.’ 

‘Fancy a walk?’ 

“Why not.’ 

We tured round and walked up Burgos in the direction of the hostel, 
then took a right down a side street which led back onto Makati Avenue 
and waited to cross the road. Right opposite was a huge, canopied area. 
At first, I thought it was an indoor market. 

‘What’s that?’ I asked, curious. 

“You wanna go in there sometime,’ Trev suggested. ‘It’s a bar where 
they sell cheap beer, cheap food, and have a different band on each night. 
Great entertainment, with not a bad crowd, either.’ 

‘I might just do that tonight.’ 

‘I might just join you,’ he chuckled. 

There was a sign hanging up by the entrance. From this distance I 
couldn’t quite read it. 

We waited ages for a break in the traffic and started to cross. I noticed 
Trev was very wary of the cars as if being too cautious. I had already 
learnt to disregard them, in a way, otherwise you never get to cross the 
road. You need to be indifferent, almost cheeky, have faith that the driver 
will slow down and allow you passage. I also noticed that although Trev 
was Nearly as tall as me, he was quite a slow walker for his height. 

Now, being on the other side, I could read the sign more clearly: Hott 
Asia Bazaar. 

‘See,’ Trev blurted out, pointing to the sign, ‘they can’t even spell a 
simple word like hot correctly. That’s this country all over.’ 

I was going to point out they may have done that on purpose, helping 
it to distinguish itself from other venues; I let it slide. 

‘T’ll show you a good place to come if you’re stuck with nothing to do 
and need some food.’ 

‘Okay.’ 

We headed to the other end of the avenue, and turned right down a 
short street until we came to a shopping complex called Century City. It 
was obviously based on the mall in Beverly Hills, and with similarly 


84 


Chapter 1: Fun on Burgos Street 


fashionable shops, hopefully not so expensive. 

‘I can’t imagine it being cheap here,’ I commented as we walked 
through the glass doors. 

‘Oh, it ain’t, but if we go to the top there’s a nice little cafeteria where 
you can eat as much as you want and stay all day.’ 

I followed him up the escalator. From here we had a good view of the 
ground floor. There were quite a few white folks milling around, mostly 
older men with young Filipinas. Trev gave me a knowing look. 

“Yeah, that’s what these bastards are here for. To get some native 
pussy, and preferably half their age. They couldn’t get that back at home, 
no way. So, they come here, fishing for any young pussy they can entice 
with a bit of money, and reel them in. Of course, it works both ways 
because the girls get what they want; a man to take care of them, to pay 
for them, to look after them, and if you’ve got some dosh, preferably 
loads of it, you can get a pretty good deal.’ 

I wished I was loaded but had to accept my present impecunious 
circumstances. What I had in the bank probably wouldn’t garner much 
attention from any native girl. Why would an attractive Filipina be 
interested in a man with little or no money? Then again, did I really want 
to get married to someone like that anyway, someone who was only 
interested in what they thought I was worth, not the person I was, liking 
me for what I had in the bank? And should events prevail whereby I did 
get involved with a money-grabber, a gold-digger, a leeching-leper, what 
would happen if I were to lose everything I had? She would undoubtedly 
drop me and find somebody else to sponge off, like a parasite bleeding 
dry the host then vacating the rotting, useless carcass in search of a new 
source. When viewed in that fashion, her type could hardly be described 
as favourable. 

As we ascended further, I noticed a couple coming down the other 
side of the escalator, a big white guy with a stomach the size of a barrel, 
and his midget of a partner, at least 20 years younger. The thought of 
them two making out made me cringe, as did Trev who must have picked 
up on my thought processes. 

‘Un-fucking-believable, ain’t it?’ 

I simply nodded. 

‘And the funny thing is, you never see it the other way round.’ 

‘How do you mean?’ I asked. 

‘An older Filipina with a young white guy.’ 

‘Oh, we call that type of woman a cougar back home.’ 

‘So do we in Aussie. You don’t get them here. Why? Because they’re 
not interested. Anyway, they’re only after your money. You gotta always 
fucking remember that.’ 
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We stepped off the escalator and entered what appeared to be a rather 
plush supermarket. Trev was wandering round the stalls, looking at all 
the fresh fruit, packed in clear film, with hefty price tags, busy shaking 
his head most of the time. 

‘I dunno, dunno,’ I heard him muttering to himself as he was going 
round picking up the fruit and putting it back. 

“What’s the matter?’ I asked him ignorantly. 

‘The fucking prices. Look at ‘em. These bunch of bananas, nearly 
fucking 500 pesos. That’s about $13 back in Oz. I mean, it would be 
cheaper to import them from there than buy them here. And these 
lemons, 40 pesos each. It’s fucking ridiculous. And I thought Manila was 
supposed to be cheap.’ 

‘I heard it was much cheaper in the provinces.’ 

‘Oh, it is, it is. But who the fuck would want to live there? There’s 
fuck all there, and it’s purely for retired couples who can’t get it on 
anymore,’ he guffawed. 

He was probably right, yet somehow I liked the idea of moving to the 
provinces in my advanced years, living with the woman I loved in a 
house we built for ourselves. We would spend the evenings sitting on the 
porch holding hands, just gazing at the sea, watching the waves lapping 
the shoreline, seeing the sun setting on the horizon. That to me would be 
ideal, if I ever lived to be that old, of course ... 

I turned to Trev and said, ‘This does look like an expensive shop, one 
trying to cater to an exclusive clientele.’ 

“Yea, like Filipinas who think their pussies are worth millions.’ 

He guffawed again like he just made the funniest joke on record, then 
walked down another aisle. Without prompting I followed, curious to see 
what he was doing. 

‘Look at all that,’ he complained. 

He was now standing in front of a wine-rack with hands on hips. I 
didn’t need to look at the prices. I could tell, just by taking in all the 
labels, they were expensive bottles of wine. 

He started shaking his head again. ‘Jeezus. 1,500 pesos for a bottle of 
plonk. That’s about $40. I could never afford that.’ 

‘Neither could I. What happened to this place you mentioned where 
you can eat all you want?’ 

‘Oh, that’s next door.’ 

He threw the staff a look as if to say this was not his kind of shop and 
walked out. I got the strange impression that Trev was some sort of 
Fagin. Did that make me his Oliver, I wondered, and followed him out. 
We were now standing outside what appeared to be a Chinese bistro with 
a buffet lined up along one wall, piles of plates stacked high at one end, 
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the cash register at the other. 

“You come in, grab a plate, fill it up, pay 500 pesos, go sit over there,’ 
he told me, pointing at the end wall by the windows. “Then bloat out, go 
back to the buffet, help yourself to more, for free, and sit down again. I 
did that once, stayed here from about 10 in the morning, till about 3 in 
the afternoon, then spent all next morning on the crapper.’ 

He howled with laughter. This time it was infectious. It got me 
laughing too. 

‘But you must be fucking careful here, for if you go for seconds, or 
thirds, or even fourths and you don’t finish off the plate. They’ll charge 
you extra.’ 

‘I’m not that bothered. I don’t think I could eat much here anyway, 
certainly not a plateful that size.’ 

‘No, but it’s just a nice place to come occasionally when you don’t 
have much else to do.’ 

“Where are you staying?’ 

‘At a hotel just down the avenue.’ 

‘How can you afford to stay in a hotel?’ 

‘I can’t. But I get by. I go gambling sometimes and make quite a few 
bob doing that.’ 

‘Really? I’ve never been much of a gambling man myself.’ 

‘No, you don’t want to be either. Especially in Manila. They’ve got it 
all set up here. Bloody borrowing ideas from the bloody Americans, like 
everything else here. You go to one of their casinos, you have no idea 
what time it is, and they encourage you to stay on the tables by offering 
incentives, like free drinks, free food if you win so much, even a free 
room in a hotel for the night.’ 

‘Are you any good?’ 

‘Not bad. I’d like to say I could make a living out of it, but I can’t. 
Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose,’ he said philosophically as he 
led me down the walkway to the escalator. 

‘So, is that all you do here? Gamble?’ 

‘And play. I hate staying in my hotel room, so I come out each night, 
just to see what’s happening. Occasionally I pick up some pussy, take it 
back to my room, have some fun, then fuck it off the next morning. Then 
go out and do it all again.’ 

“Yeah and get diseases!’ 

‘Well, they’re funny about using condoms around here. They like 
fucking in the raw.’ 

‘No wonder there’s so many of them,’ I joked. 

“Yeah, but they’re all hypocrites. They all fuck around, and they all 
go to church. Which ain’t right.’ 
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“Yes, I know what you mean.’ 

I did, I was thinking of Sheena. 

We descended back down to the ground floor. I checked my phone. 
Still had 15 minutes left to check in. 

“What time is your hostel gonna be ready?’ 

‘In a bit. I reckon by the time I walk back there I will be just in time.’ 

“Which one are you staying at?’ 

‘T’ll show you.’ 

Instinctively, I crossed the road and headed north back on to Burgos 
as if it was already mapped out in my head. I showed Trev to the door. 

‘This one.’ 

‘Oh, how much are you paying for that?’ 

‘Only 600 a night.’ 

‘That’s cheap.’ 

“Yes, but it’s a dormitory. You get a bunk bed and have to share the 
room and facilities with five other people.’ 

‘I couldn’t do that. I like my own space.’ 

‘So do I. However, I need to keep costs to a minimum, otherwise I’ll 
burn up all my cash pretty quick.’ 

‘I know what you fucking mean,’ he said, gravely nodding his head. 
‘Look, why don’t I collect you from here later, say about 7, then we can 
check out that Bazaar place.’ 

‘Okay. Sounds like a good idea.’ 

‘Okay, see ya then.’ 

I watched Trev walk off. He had a way about him as if he was at 
home here. I thought it might be interesting knowing this guy as he could 
probably teach me a thing or two. 

The security guard opened the door with a genuine smile. I was 
allowed to walk in, now relieved I could complete my booking and head 
to my room. 
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“You ready?’ Trev asked, rhetorically. 

Considering I was now changed, after a short kip, a hot shower, and a 
shave, I was most certainly ready. I felt much better, eager to hit the 
night and see what this wondrous city had to offer. I nodded. 

‘Good. Let’s go then.’ 

We headed for the Bazaar with Trev leading the way. I noticed we 
were both dressed in jeans and T-shirts. He was still wearing the same 
trainers from earlier. Similarly, I was now wearing mine and not my 
sandals as I didn’t know how long we would be staying out. Late, 
probably. And I would feel a bit foolish walking around wearing sandals 
at that time of night. For some reason, he was still wearing his cap, 
which I thought was a bit strange. 

“So, what’s it like?’ he asked as we turned towards Makati Avenue. 

‘It’s okay. The good thing is the room is only half full. There’s 
supposed to be a couple of Australians moving in tomorrow. Perhaps you 
might like to meet up with them, being Australian.’ 

‘I’m not Australian.’ 

“What? I thought you were.’ 

‘No, I spent the last ten years in Australia. I’m originally from New 
Zealand.’ 

‘Oh, so why did you leave?’ 

‘I set up my own business there. I thought I could make more money 
in Aussie, cleaning carpets, rugs, couches, drapes, that sort of thing. Had 
my own van, a couple of young lads working under me, and it was doing 
incredibly well, until I got scammed.’ 

“You got scammed?’ 
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“Yup, big time. Lost a hundred fucking grand. Couldn’t keep up the 
repayments on the van or pay the rent. That’s why I sold off what I could 
and came here.’ 

‘Sounds terrible. How did you get scammed?’ 

‘It’s a long story, but basically all the money I was making I invested, 
putting it in the crypto market, like Bitcoin and Forex. This trader told 
me it was the best thing, and he really took care of me. I even met him 
when he came over to Oz. Shook hands with him, looked him in the eye, 
and genuinely trusted him. He kept saying I needed to invest more, as the 
prices were soaring, everything was going up, now was a good time to 
invest, it would soon be hitting the roof, and my returns should be 
doubled in a few months. He encouraged me to invest whatever I could. I 
believed him. And like a fucking fool I did. I invested everything as I 
was hoping to retire early, live on my investments, and just play the 
markets during my spare time. Things were going swell, my stocks were 
doubling in value, and I thought I was going to be in the money, until 
one day he scarpered, did a fucking runner, back to Brazil, and took 
everything with him, the bastard. It wasn’t just me neither, it was all 
these other poor fuckers he ripped off as well. We spent ages trying to 
track him down, determined to get our money back. But the guy had just 
fucking vanished and his company disappeared as well. One minute it 
was online, the next it was off. I couldn’t believe it. We never heard from 
him again.’ 

‘I bet you felt bad after that.’ 

‘Bad? I was gutted! Couldn’t fucking believe it. I mean, he was so 
trustworthy. We went to the police, fucking useless as usual. We even 
hired a private detective to see if he could trace him. No luck. After that I 
had to fold the business. I’m never trusting a fucking foreigner again. 
They’re all scammers.’ 

I thought it odd, coming from him, to say that, when he was now 
living in a country surrounded by foreigners. I was about to ask him why 
he came here if he did not trust them as we hit the Bazaar and walked in 
under the white canopied top. 

It was still early. Even so, the place was already getting busy with 
most of the white plastic tables and chairs being occupied. The first thing 
I noticed was the decidedly dodgy concrete floor. Bizarrely it sloped at 
an angle. The top part where we were now standing was higher than the 
bottom. The venue was situated on the side of a hill, with the band-stage, 
on the left-hand side, constructed at an angle to the floor so it was almost 
level. This was in stark contrast to all the tables and chairs which were 
inclined about 20 to 21 degrees. I could imagine your bottle rolling off 
the table if you weren’t careful. The stage was four feet off the ground, 
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measuring twenty feet long by fifteen feet wide. The band was already 
on, some Filipinos, all dressed casually, mostly in black, with a good- 
looking girl singer who was wearing these white plastic boots up to her 
thighs, a black mini skirt that barely covered her hips and a flimsy black 
and white top. She had jet black hair, tied in a ponytail, hanging all the 
way down to her waist. Every time she swung her head it would lash out 
like a whip. Her voice was strong, and surprisingly she was singing in 
English, hitting all the right notes. They were doing cover versions of 
popular songs that everyone here seemed to know as the whole crowd 
was singing along. A set of electronic drums kept the beat, the sound 
loud and harsh, coming from a pair of stacked speakers, one on either 
side of the stage. 

I liked the way the girl looked at us. The music came to a halt just as 
we moved in closer. She said, ‘Hi, sirs,’ and gave us a little wave, very 
welcoming. I waved back and smiled. I could see why Trev came here: it 
had a decidedly warm, friendly atmosphere. You couldn’t imagine the 
same in England. No doubt it would be full of lager louts, most of them 
unable to handle their drink. By the end of the night, it would inevitably 
erupt into violence, resulting in an outbreak of fisticuffs, mass brawling, 
chairs and tables flying everywhere, with the threat of an imminent riot, 
all fuelled by vast quantities of alcohol. Security guards would need to be 
on hand. I noticed there weren’t any here, none on the doors, which led 
me to believe this place was a damned sight more civilised, if such a 
thing was possible here. 

As you walk in, on the left, you’re greeted by a half-a-dozen vendors 
selling food, of various descriptions, and beyond that, next to the stage, is 
a tiny bar with a fridge selling bottles of ice-cold beer. Just what thirsty 
travellers need. 

Trev wasted no time heading for it, and shook hands with the guy 
behind the bar, as if he knew him. He must be a regular, I thought. You 
could tell by the way they were speaking to each other, in English as 
well. Immediately the barman turned round, opened the door of the 
fridge, and reached in for a bottle of San Miguel Light, without even 
asking what Trev wanted. He obviously knew. Trev indicated to me if I 
wanted the same. I simply nodded; as long as it was cold and wet, that’s 
all that mattered. Then when Trev went to pay for the round the barman 
indicated the tip box on the side. Trev simply guffawed, pocketed the 
change, and handed me a bottle. 

‘Cheers.’ 

‘Cheers,’ I responded. ‘Don’t you tip then?’ 

“What? Nah, fuck do I. Besides, he’s had enough out of me the last 
two months. I’ve probably kept him in rice since then,’ he guffawed 
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again. “You eaten?’ 

‘No, not yet.’ 

We faced the stalls. I wasn’t sure, like Trev, what I wanted. We were 
both being indecisive. One stall we looked at was selling things like baby 
crabs, freshly roasted, and other items I had seen before. Definitely not 
for me. The stall next to that was selling what appeared to be Chinese 
food. I settled for a dish of chicken and noodles as it looked more edible, 
something that would not cause an upset stomach. Also, it was cheap, 
only 100 pesos, for a large plateful. I gladly handed over the money. 

‘Thank you, sir. We bring it to you. Where you sit, sir?’ 

I indicated one of the tables at the back that was currently unoccupied 
and joined Trev. He was busy trying to make up his mind about either a 
pork or beef dish. The big woman behind the counter seemed to be 
growing impatient at his indecisiveness. She kept folding her arms and 
waiting for him to decide. I smiled at her, hoping it would put her at ease. 
It didn’t. I sipped my beer instead, glad it wasn’t Red Horse, and waited 
for Trev who was still shaking his head. I just hoped I wasn’t going to be 
like him when I got to his age. 

‘Nah, I'll try the beef instead.’ 

Finally, the woman swung into motion, scooping up small slabs of 
beef with her tongs and threw them into the hot frying pan, then pulled 
out a cup of cooked rice and prepared his dish. 

‘I bring it to you when ready.’ 

‘Okay,’ Trev responded, handing her the money. 

As we headed for our table, I thought it was amusing how she did not 
add the obligatory ‘sir’ at the end of her sentence, whereas I got mine. 

‘So, what do you think?’ 

We sat on cheap plastic chairs. They seem to be ubiquitous in this 
country, quite popular for some reason, yet hardly sturdy. They always 
feel like they are liable to collapse any minute. You got the impression 
you could keel over, especially on this floor, for not only was it not level, 
it was also uneven. 

‘It’s okay. The music’s a bit loud,’ I shouted out, so I could be heard. 

‘I come here all the time,’ Trev was saying as he sat back and supped, 
tilting his cap to the side. 

Again, I thought it was strange how he was wearing it at night. Surely 
it was merely meant to keep off the sun during the day. I was later to 
discover he wore it all the time, regardless, no matter whether it was 
morning, afternoon, or evening, as if permanently attached to his skull. 

My meal promptly turned up and I was pleased to see the guy who 
delivered it was still wearing a mask. I would hate to think any germs 
had been spread over the food. I still didn’t trust the conditions around 
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here: this so-called restaurant could hardly be described as hygienic 
either. It was more like a row of stalls you could find on any street, the 
only difference being they were now under one big tent. Also, something 
else I was later to discover; the odour of urine. It saturated the place and 
was coming from the nearby toilet. That most certainly was not hygienic. 

Trev watched me as I picked up the supplied plastic fork and spoon 
and took a mouthful. 

‘Is it okay?’ he asked sullenly. 

I nodded my approval. Indeed, it tasted reasonable. I could imagine a 
meal of this size being very filling, until about a couple of hours later 
when you’re starving again, like all Chinese food. Yes, I could get used 
to this: cheap beer (only 60 pesos a bottle) and cheap food, with a live 
band for free. What’s not to like? 

Eventually Trev’s meal turned up. The same woman delivered it, on a 
red plastic tray, giving him a disapproving look, then walked away. We 
got an eyeful of her large behind as it wobbled from side to side. It made 
both of us smile. 

‘God, look at that. Got some meat on it,’ he jested. ‘Not like all them 
other young girls you see around here, wafer thin, and inexperienced, if 
you know what I mean.’ 

I watched him tuck into his meal, turning a nose up at the small 
portion of rice that came with it as if he had seen too many helpings 
already. My intrigue got the better of me, and I took a good look at the 
place, wondering why these people, who were mostly young, were drawn 
here, noticing some pretty looking girls. 

‘I wouldn’t say no to a few of them,’ I chipped in. 

‘I wouldn’t either. But you must remember, this ain’t a pickup joint 
like some of the other places around here,’ he began to explain between 
mouthfuls. ‘Don’t get me wrong, you do get to meet some nice girls here, 
and some of them will be upfront about it. If they fancy you, they will 
deliberately walk past your table and tap you on the shoulder 3 times.’ 

“What’s the significance of that?’ 

‘It means they want sex.’ 

‘Really? As straight forward as that?’ 

“Yup, and usually for free. Not like the other bits of pussy you come 
across on Burgos Street. They’re all there for you, long as you’ve got the 
money to pay for it, of course.’ 

“What? You mean, they’re all prostitutes?’ 

‘Of course they are. You’re staying in the heart of the Red-Light 
District. Didn’t you know that?’ 

What? I couldn’t believe it. But now it made sense. So that’s why 
Mark’s boss recommended it. 
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‘No, I didn’t,’ I replied innocently. 

“Yes, from the bottom of Burgos, all the way up to where you’re 
staying, that’s where all the whores hang out. You’ll have to get used to 
‘em, and all their cunning wiles, like coming up to you and saying, 
“Massage, sir? Wanna massage, sir?”’ he mimicked in a high voice. 

‘And they mean more than just a massage?’ 

‘Of course they do. They’re not like the whores you get back home, 
who say things like, “Mister, wanna fuck?” No, they’re more subtle here. 
And when you go for a massage, which is usually about 500 pesos, they 
always ask afterwards if you want extras, for which they charge 3,000.’ 

‘Sounds to me like you’re speaking from experience.’ 

‘Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been there a few times. Yes, but not 
always for extras. I get off just by having my back rubbed. There’s this 
nice little bit of pussy with big tits on Felipe Street. She always gives me 
a massage, and each time she gets on and starts rubbing my back, I come 
in my pants. It’s like, “Whoa! Fuck!” It’s all this tension just pouring out. 
After that I don’t need sex. I need to go home, change my underwear.’ 

He guffawed again, his mouth still full of food. I had to look away in 
disgust, glad I had finished my meal. I pushed the empty plate aside and 
settled for my drink and relaxed. 

‘I’ve never been with one.’ 

“What? You’re fucking kidding me. Strewth! You haven’t lived. You 
need to get out more and take advantage of all the pussy available here.’ 

‘I don’t think I can afford it.’ 

‘Neither can I. Only when I’ve won at the casino. Then I treat myself. 
But you need to be careful here. One night I picked up these two pros 
who were waiting for me outside by the door. They must have reckoned I 
had won, a big winner, by the way I was smiling and came swaggering 
out of the place. I only won about 20,000. Paid off some money I owed 
at the bar and put the rest of it in my wallet. Well, I was feeling high as a 
kite. Get these two gorgeous looking girls coming onto me strong. 
Initially I said, “No. Fuck off.” But they would not have it. Wore down 
my resistance. In the end I agreed, because they were better than most of 
the whores I’ve seen round here. Anyway, we get a tricycle back to this 
shit-hole of a town where they live. It is packed with people, can hardly 
move. I’m fucking concerned because I know I’ve got money on me. 
And these people don’t look too trustworthy, if you know what I mean. I 
pays for the ride. Then they take me to this dive, like a cheap boarding 
house. I need to pay the big guy at the desk 700 pesos to rent the room 
for half an hour. The girls lead me up the stairs. They unlock the door. 
We enter this grotty room. And then we negotiate. I can have both for 
3,000 each. Okay, fair enough. A good deal. ‘Cos I want both. I pays 
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‘em. We get stripped. I toss my clothes on the chair by the bed, making 
sure my wallet is tucked in the jeans of my pocket so they can’t see it. 
One of ‘em takes me to this small bathroom where she starts washing my 
knob using a tiny bucket of water and the other girl stays in the room. 
I’m keeping my eye on her. She is getting the bed ready, then smiles at 
me and they both dry me down. At this point, I’m loving it. Okay? I’ve 
two gorgeous girls to myself. They lie me down on the bed, get me hard. 
I’ve got one fisting me, the other giving me oral. I’m lying back, loving 
it. Then one of ‘em starts masturbating me really hard. I sit up, dying to 
come, and POW! I explode. Pop my load. It shoots up so high that one of 
‘em looks at it stunned. Brilliant. Her expression was a picture in itself 
and worth the price of admission alone. Then they get a condom out. Get 
me hard again. Slip it on and both fuck me silly. I’m lying there naked 
with these two birds when there is a tap at the door. It’s the guy behind 
the desk telling ‘em it’s time to go. Time’s up. Not bothered, I’m happy. 
We get dressed and leave. I say goodbye to them outside. They disappear 
into the crowd. Now, I don’t really know where I am as I’ve never been 
there before. So, I need to get a taxi to get back to the hotel. As I walk 
onto the main road I reach into my pocket for my wallet. Pull it out. The 
fucking thing is empty. The bitches have scammed me.’ 

‘How much did you lose?’ 

‘Dunno, I’d say about 4,000 at least.’ 

‘How did they do it?’ 

‘It must have been when that girl was washing me. I kept my eye on 
the other one all the time. I didn’t see her go near my jeans. But then 
afterwards I realised it was when my back was tured, only for about 5 
seconds. These girls are pros. They know exactly what they’re doing. 
Yeah, fucking bitches fucking scammed me!’ he blurted out as he 
finished his meal and pushed his empty plate aside. 

‘So, what did you do?’ 

‘I had to walk all the way home, didn’t I? Using my map app on my 
phone and trying to work out where the fuck I was in relation to my 
frigging hotel, took me about an hour to get back. Fucking annoyed me, 
mate. Really annoyed me. But I was more annoyed with myself for being 
such a retard to trust those two fucking whores. When I got back to my 
room I kicked the fuck out of my bed, wishing it was them. I would’ve 
shoved this,’ he said, picking up his bottle, ‘right up ‘em. Booted it up 
there. They’d be laughing on the other sides of their fucking faces.’ 

When he said that, I watched the way he was gripping his bottle, so 
tight his knuckles were turning white, and I almost believed that if he had 
caught them, he would have done exactly what he said. His eyes told me 
that: they came over with a red mist. He was still angry after all this time. 
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‘Never trust the whores around here,’ he repeated, calming down. 
‘They’re all scammers, the lot of ‘em.’ 

I sat back and took him in more cautiously, this man who was sitting 
next to me. He was obviously embittered by the whole experience. It had 
affected his judgement so deeply he was now distrustful of everyone 
around him. Again, I had to pray I would not end up like him. 

“Well, I’ve only been here a few days and I’ve had nothing but 
positive experiences with the women here. I love them.’ 

“Yeah, but you’ve not been to bed with them, have ya?’ 

‘As a matter of fact, Ihave. Yesterday. A lovely girl called Sheena.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘And what did she charge you?’ he said, almost serious, but not quite. 

I just shook my head. ‘No. Nothing.’ 

‘Really?’ 

I nodded. Why didn’t he believe me? 

‘Come on, Joe. You must have given her some money?’ 

“Well, I did afterwards. Only 300 pesos. She needed it to get some 
food on the way home.’ 

‘See. There you go. They’re all whores. It doesn’t matter if you gave 
her 300 or 3,000. They all have their price. Tell you what Pll do,’ he 
began to say, looking me in the eye, ‘I’ll take you to this place on 
Burgos. Then you’ll see what they’re really like around here.’ 

‘Not sure if I’m in the mood for that. It’s been a long day.’ 

“You won’t regret it. It will open your eyes, help to remove those 
rose-tinted spectacles you’re wearing, then you’ll see ‘em for what they 
really are. It’1l make a fucking man of you.’ 

He guffawed and cackled, then sat back, and finished his drink. ‘It’s 
your round,’ he told me, slamming the empty bottle down so hard the 
plastic table wobbled. 

I finished my drink and headed for the bar, unsure if I really wanted 
to hang out with this guy from New Zealand, especially if he was going 
to be like that. Also, I found it somewhat objectionable having to pay for 
sex. No man should have to stoop that low. On further consideration, 
however, I was inclined to think we’re all prostitutes, in a way, for if you 
need to work to earn a living then you’re no better than the whore on the 
street, the only difference being some of us prefer to keep our clothes on. 

I got served by the friendly barman, easily. He indicated two fingers. I 
nodded and watched him snap the lids off the bottles with panache, and 
handed him 150 in notes. When he returned my change, all 30 pesos, I 
threw it in the kitty just to demonstrate I was not like Trev, then headed 
back to my comrade whose eyes were now firmly fixed on some young 
Filipina sitting in front of us. 
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‘Thanks,’ he said as I handed him his bottle. ‘Look at that,’ he 
growled, his beady eyes still fixed on her backside. ‘Wouldn’t mind 
fucking getting up that. What about you?’ 

I sat down and had a good look. He was asking me a question and I 
thought I should be objective about it, rather than just speak my mind. I 
took her in, all of her. 

There were two of them. The one he was referring to was dressed all 
in black. She was slightly older than her smaller friend. I had already 
seen her from the front as I noticed Trev was looking at her, as well as all 
the other red-hot blooded males in the place. She was wearing a low-cut 
top, showing off plenty of cleavage. Hopefully it was genuine as few 
Filipinas go for breast augmentation here, either that or it was enhanced 
by an uplifting bra. She was attractive, yes, wearing hardly any make-up. 
But it was the legs everyone was looking at. They were long and shapely, 
pale, and hairless, like all Filipino women, and accentuated by the short 
dress she wore that barely covered the top of her legs let alone her back- 
side. Also, the high-heeled shoes. I could imagine they would help to 
uplift her posterior, accentuating her movements when she walked. Yes, 
I started nodding to myself. 

‘Well?’ Trev, blurted, demanding a response. 

“Yes, she’s very nice. I would not say no to that.’ 

‘Bet she’s got a lovely pussy on her, nice and tight, 22 at the most.’ 

‘A bit young for you, don’t you think,’ I joked. 

‘Hey, I like ‘em young. The old ones are useless in bed. The young 
ones, with their soft tender, smooth flesh, really go for it. The girls here 
loved being fucked. No sooner have you shot your load, they start 
playing with your dick, trying to get you hard again. And I’m getting 
hard just staring at that. Anyway, what was she like?’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘That bird you got off with yesterday?’ 

‘Oh, Sheena. Lovely. We hit it off straight away. Her English wasn’t 
very good. But it didn’t matter. We clicked in another way, a way that 
went beyond words, beyond language ...’ 

“You mean lust.’ 

‘No, not just that.’ 

‘Oh, you fool. You’re terribly naive. You live in a dream world when 
it comes to the women here. You think they’re all perfect. They ain’t, 
and some of these bitches think they’re too good for the likes of you and 
me. And they’re all hypocrites as well.’ 

I nodded as I had to agree. ‘Yes, you may well be right. Sheena told 
me she had a boyfriend. And she goes to church.’ 

‘So, she cops off with you while the boyfriend’s away, ha!’ he blurted 
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out, shaking his head so vigorously his cap almost fell off. 

“Yes, I did think it was rather hypocritical of her.’ 

‘There you go. They’re all fucking hypocrites round here. They go to 
church, believe in a Christ who never existed, pray for the expiation of 
their sins, and fuck like rabbits, most of ‘em having kids out of wedlock. 
That is this country all over. It’s rife with hypocrisy. Hypocrisy and 
corruption. From the bartender over there who likes to take a backhander 
all the time, to the people right at the top, the politicians and government. 
They’re all corrupt, only interested in what they can get out of the system 
rather than helping their fellow men who slog their guts out for a pittance 
of a wage. “You scrub my back, I’ll scrub yours,” sort of thing. That’s 
why half the roads around here haven’t been built. That’s why you have 
all these buildings which ain’t been completed yet. Why? Because the 
buggers building them can’t do anything till the officials, like the people 
in charge, i.e. the politicians, get their backhanders and give the go- 
ahead. It’s corruption, pure corruption. That’s what it all boils down to. 

‘I was down at this bar the other night and this guy, an engineer from 
England, I got talking to told me how he couldn’t do anything because 
the people in charge were waiting for a signature on a piece of paper to 
complete this condo he was working on. He was only supposed to be 
here for the duration of the build, which was scheduled around 6 months. 
A year later he’s still here. Why? Because he’s still waiting for the 
fucking signature, and some cunt to pull his finger out. They kept telling 
him, “Tomorrow, tomorrow,” like the Spanish always say, “Mafiana, 
mafiana.” But when tomorrow comes it is the same old shit again. But 
that’s the way this country works. Nobody will do anything until the big 
boys at the top put the wheels in motion, and the only grease that works 
around here is ...’ 

‘Money!’ 

‘Exactly. That’s all they’re interested in,’ he told me, rubbing his 
fingers together to emphasise the point. ‘Yes, and you’ ll see, when I take 
you to this club tonight, what money can buy.’ 

‘I’m not sure if I really want to go there.’ 

‘Of course you do. You want fun. Don’t cha?’ 

“Yes, but I don’t want to have to pay for it.’ 

‘Hey, mate, it’s the only way you’ll have fun around here. The old 
dough, know what I mean,’ he said, repeating the gesture. 

‘I don’t like the idea of paying for sex. Giving these girls money ...’ 

‘Look, you’re not giving ‘em money. The way it works is this. You 
buy the girl a drink, she has to sit with you, right? You buy her another 
drink; she will stay with you until you stop buying her drinks. And you 
get more than just a chat, believe you me.’ 
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‘And how much is this going to cost us?’ 

‘It’s only 300 a drink.’ 

“What, 300! This bottle is only 60!’ 

‘Look, that’s how the girls get paid. For every drink you buy them 
they get paid half.’ 

‘I’m not sure if I can afford it.’ 

‘How much have you got on you?’ 

‘About three thousand.’ 

‘That’ ll be enough.’ 

‘T’ll think about it.’ 

“You do that.’ 

Trev finished his drink, got up and headed to the bar. I had nearly 
finished mine, still not sure if I wanted to get drunk tonight, not if there 
was any possibility of being ripped off as well. I could imagine walking 
into a place like that, slightly inebriated. The girls see you, think ‘Ah, 
easy target,’ and pounce on you. The next thing you know you’re 
trapped. Then you leave with nothing but a big hole in your pocket, 
waking up the next morning wondering why you bothered. 

I heard about those kinds of places. Other travellers described them as 
lairs. You walk in and there’s about twenty girls all lined up, or sitting 
round tables, like in a brothel, except this is a dance club where they play 
music, to make out it is anything but a brothel. Some mamasang who’s in 
charge of the place invites you in. You sit down, the girls come over, and 
to sit with you for the night you are forced to buy them a drink at an 
exorbitant price. Even the mamasang will sit with you and have a drink, 
which goes on your bar tab. Two or three girls will make out they really 
like you, snuggle up next to you, hold your hand, place the other hand on 
your leg, right by your crotch, whisper in your ear, nestle their heads 
against your chest, stroke your arm, do everything they can to make out 
they care about you so you will be inclined to buy them another drink. 
And like a mug you fall into that trap, thinking, out of all the girls who 
were offering themselves to you that night, you have got one here next to 
you with whom you may even go on to have a relationship, believing this 
stripper really loves you. So, you buy her another drink, then towards the 
end of the night, when all your money has gone, she has left you feeling 
hard done by, having thrown her false affection upon you, it is time to 
go. You leave the place, alone, in the early hours of the morning, with a 
sore head and a sore wallet. God, I hated those types of places. 
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“Well? You made your mind up yet?’ he barked at me, getting impatient. 

Trev dropped the bottle in my hand, gave me a raised eyebrow, sat 
down, eyeing me with a frown. 

‘Maybe,’ I muttered, still unsure. 

‘For crying out loud! Come on, Joe. Make your mind up. You want to 
explore the real Manila, don’t you?’ 

I looked at him, doubting his idea of the real Manila equated with 
mine, let alone came anywhere close. 

‘T’ll think about it,’ I replied, had a sip of my beer, and got to my feet. 

‘Now where are you going?’ 

I looked him in the eye, also raising an eyebrow. ‘I’m taking my life 
into my own hands; I’m going to the toilet.’ 

We Brits have certain standards, especially when it comes to the 
relieving of one’s bladder and expect those standards to be reflected in 
the environment we find ourselves in. But here it is altogether a different 
matter with the most basic of necessities. 

I had to wait a good few minutes as people entered then vacated the 
one room that passed for a toilet. It could be described as nothing more 
than a shed at the bottom of one’s garden, made from bricks and mortar, 
about the same size, with a rickety steel door that swung open on unoiled 
hinges and barely shut properly. Nor was there a lock. A simple bolt slid 
into place which could easily be dislodged by the slightest tug, giving 
access to the otherwise occupied room. I waited patiently, watching boys 
and girls emerge, and wondered how they could stand the smell: dry 
urine reeked from its walls. Then a girl came out looking somewhat 
flustered. Her eyes refused to meet mine. The door was left hanging open 
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and I entered fearfully what was the latrine: a single toilet bowl in the 
middle of the floor, no seat, no lid, no cistern, no chain, just a piece of 
porcelain plonked down haphazardly, and tried to ignore the stench. 
Afterwards, as a matter of courtesy, you are supposed to flush using a 
small bucket provided. You dip it into the big tank on the side and pour 
copious amounts of water down the pan. I did it a bit too vigorously and 
some splashed back, all over my trainers and the bottom of my jeans. It 
looked like I had just peed myself. I walked out of there cursing, vowing 
to never use it again. 

Trev smirked as I sat down, eyeing the wet patch on my jeans. 

“Welcome to the real Manila,’ he scoffed, patting me hard on the 
back, and got me to chink bottles with him. ‘Cheers,’ and howled again. 

I ignored him. ‘Okay, let’s go to this place of yours.’ 

Trev checked the time on his phone, then shook his head. ‘Nah, too 
early for that. It doesn’t get going till about midnight.’ 

“Well, I don’t fancy hanging around here any longer. There’s gotta be 
somewhere else, a bit more upmarket, where they serve properly chilled 
beer, with comfortable chairs to sit on, and real toilets.’ 

‘Huh, you're still living in a dream world. But let’s try next door.’ 

‘Okay, anywhere to get away from that dreadful smell.’ 

We finished our drinks and headed up the road. Just a few yards from 
the Bazaar, on the same side, was a small bar overlooking the avenue. 
From the outside it was a definite improvement, with smouldering lights, 
soft music and a decent, fully stocked bar which ran along the entire 
length of the end wall. 

‘It’s your round,’ Trev politely reminded me as we walked in. 

‘I thought it might be.’ 

I ordered two bottles of the same beer we had been drinking next door 
from the pretty girl behind the bar. She smiled at me. I smiled back. My 
smile did not last long when she told me the price, nearly twice as much. 
Trev smirked. I ignored him again. 

‘Come on. Let’s sit down over there.’ 

We took a table not far from the bar with reasonably comfy chairs and 
faced each other. We chinked our bottles, with Trev’s eyes soon roaming 
round the place, looking for any easy pickings. I figured he was the kind 
of guy that would go with anything, as long as it had a good pair of tits 
on it and a real pussy between the legs. 

‘So, what d’ya think?’ he asked off-handedly. 

‘Fine. A bit expensive compared with the other place, but at least we 
can hear each other.’ 

“You wait till you get on Burgos, even more expensive, mate. I went 
to a bar there at the bottom of the road one night. It was one of those 
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joints where you walk in, and a lady takes you by the arm and leads you 
to the table. Within 3 minutes girls start swarming, and you must buy one 
of ‘em a drink ...’ 

‘T hate places like that.’ 

‘It’s the standard around here. Before you know it, you’ve spent over 
a grand in less than half an hour.’ 

He blew out a whistle like he was letting off steam. 

‘Now I know where all your money goes.’ 

“Yeah, but you’ve got to live, mate. There’s no point coming here and 
staying in your hotel room each and every fucking night. That’s not 
where the action is. It’s pointless coming here if you’re not going to get 
out and explore, see what this place really has to offer. Pointless, like 
him over there,’ he moaned, indicating a foreign couple sitting behind 
me. ‘I mean, why on earth would you bring your girlfriend here? You 
want to explore this country’s deepest treasures. How can you with your 
missus in tow? Why would any guy bring his girlfriend along? All she’ll 
do is spoil your fucking fun.’ 

He sat back and supped, and tipped his cap back slightly, his eyes 
now fixed on me, as if trying to suss out whether I had a brain or not. 

I looked over my shoulder at the couple. It was hard to ignore the fact 
that these two were love-birds, so inextricably entwined in each other’s 
lives it would be unimaginable for them to ever be separated, not even 
for a few minutes. But I knew what Trev meant. Yes, there were things 
here to explore, things to indulge in, plenty of women to distract you and 
delight the senses. 

I turned back to face him squarely. ‘I came here to explore, to get 
away from myself, to see new things, taste fresh things, feel those things 
I can’t at home.’ 

“Well, here you can. Look at all that tasty pussy.’ 

He was referring to a group of girls walking by. They were done up to 
the nines, on their way to some nightclub called The Royal which was 
just round the corner. 

‘No, I don’t mean that. Or rather, I mean more than that. I cannot 
recall who said it now, but I well remember the quote that goes, “I urge 
everyone to travel, as far and as wide as possible. To sleep on floors, if 
need be, to find out how other people live, how they cook, how they eat, 
how they share their lives together. And learn from them, wherever in the 
world you go.” That’s why I came here.’ 

‘To fucking broaden your horizons?’ 

I simply nodded. 

‘That place will certainly broaden you, not just your horizons either.’ 

Trev guffawed again. He was like a boy trapped in a man’s body who 
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had just discovered what the thing in his pants was really for. 

I shook my head, dismissed him and drank instead. There are some 
people, who, when they have had a few, become loquacious. And he was 
doing just that, telling me about the corruption in the city, the stench, the 
pollution, the people who were endlessly making more babies as if the 
whole world depended on their continued existence. 

“You see, that’s why they breed, because they have this bad feeling of 
insignificance. It gives them an importance in their lives, a status to be 
able to call themselves a father, a grandad, an uncle. It makes them feel 
special, that their lives have meaning and are worth fucking living, 
otherwise they have no lives. And of course, what happens when she 
gives birth, he fucking buggers off, doesn’t he, leaving her with the 
onerous task of bringing up a child all by herself. That’s why a lot of ‘em 
want to get involved with you and me, so that we will take care of them 
and their kids. 

‘I was going out with this bitch once when I first came here about 3 
years ago. We hit it off straight away and I ended up shagging her on the 
third night. Good, she was too, a right fucking moaner. Anyway, she had 
a couple of kids, about 13 or 14 years old. And whenever I arranged to 
meet her for a drink, she would always bring them along, which meant I 
had to buy them a drink as well, right? Not alcohol of course, but things 
like Sprite and Coke, and she always ordered those big bottles for them, 
so they could take them home, and I ended up paying more than I wanted 
to. Or I would ask her out for a meal. She would bring them along as 
well. It used to really annoy me because their English wasn’t that good, 
and she would sit there talking to them in Tagalog, and I ain’t got a clue 
what she’s saying half the time. I got the feeling she was lining me up as 
some sort of prospective father for them. But it was more than that. 

‘Sometimes I would arrange to meet her at the local bar, thinking it 
was just going to be me and her, having a right old chin-wag, a bit of a 
smooch on the dance floor, then go back to my place and do the business. 
But no. When I get there, she’s invited all her friends along and I’m 
expected to pay for their drinks. One night I think I spent about two and a 
half grand. I only had a couple of bottles. After that I had to dump her, 
especially when she kept begging me for money. “Trev, could you help 
me out.” “Trev, I need to buy my daughter a new uniform for school.” 
“Trev, I can’t afford to pay the rent this month.” Oh, fuck off. Jesus! I 
used to get so pissed off with her, when I realised she was just using me 
for money. That’s what they’re all like here. Users, scroungers, beggars, 
money-fucking-grabbers, who think we’re all rich, who think people like 
you and me are obliged to help them out.’ 

I thought he had finished, that was the end of his tirade. But it wasn’t. 
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He was just stopping to have a breather, a sip, then lurched back into his 
monologue. 

“Yes, when I first came here, it was boiling hot. The week leading up 
to Easter weekend, what they call Holy Week. You couldn’t miss it as 
there were things going on all over the place. Anyway, I had this nice 
little pad on the corner of this busy main road, just round the back it was. 
I didn’t realise it was a thoroughfare for all them fucking jeepneys. 
Strewth! What a noise they make. They used to wake me up every 
morning about 6 o’clock, going by, so fucking loud, I couldn’t even have 
the window open. Used to drive me up the fucking wall. Anyway, 
they’re fanatics over here about all things Christian. They really go for it 
in a big way, absolutely devoted to that shit, you know, believing in 
Christ and all that rubbish. And they spend all the beginning of April 
preparing for the week, building these makeshift shrines. I think I came 
across one on nearly every comer, you know, figures of Christ, or baby 
Jesus, or Jesus and Mary, some quite large, almost life size. I even came 
across one on this back street, a recreation of Leonardo’s The Last 
Supper, in 3D, very impressive it was too. I’m sitting on my bed one 
night, I think it was Good Friday, trying to watch a bit of telly, when I 
heard this racket outside my window. I could hear it coming up the 
street. I gets up, looks out the window, and it is this fucking long 
procession with all these people sitting or standing on either side as this 
marching band comes right by my window, followed by these guys 
carrying pasos on their shoulders, or wheeling these carrozas, walking in 
almost perfect unison. Anyway, it was really funny when they got to my 
window, because they had fucking forgotten that the cables coming 
down from the walls, like the telephone and power lines, hang really low. 
This pasos with a tall figure of Christ nailed to the cross gets caught in 
the cables and the whole lot comes crashing down, with these young lads 
sprawling across the street, floundering like upturned turtles, their legs 
and arms flipping away ...’ He mimicked them in such a way even I 
couldn’t help laughing. ‘The procession leaders are going ape-shit as this 
thing hits tarmac and splits in two, and I couldn’t stop laughing,’ he 
laughed. ‘But I was thinking afterwards, that was the Philippines all over, 
never really prepared for any eventualities, never thinking ahead, or pro- 
jecting into the future to cut out a definite path for themselves, that kind 
of thing. That’s why they still live the way they do, fucking backward.’ 

He stopped, momentarily, his jaw dropping to the floor as this tasty 
Filipina walked past in a tight red dress. 

‘Jesus, look at that. Look at the lovely fucking arse on it. God, I’d 
love to get up that.’ 

I turned and had a quick look. Yes, she was rather shapely, and I 
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wouldn’t say no either. Yet I couldn’t help but be perturbed at Trev’s 
view of women, aghast at the way he thought of them as simply objects, 
there to be screwed, nothing more, nothing less. 

“Yeah, but you gotta be careful about these women because once they 
get their clutches into you, they won’t let go, and become totally 
possessive as if you’re exclusively theirs. You can’t even look at another 
girl without her going green with envy, and if they find you’re fucking 
with someone else, Jesus, you’ve had it, like that guy who got murdered 
by his missus.’ 

‘Murdered?’ I stammered. 

“Yes, about 18 months ago, it was. An English guy like yourself. 
Didn’t you hear about it?’ 

‘No,’ I replied, shaking my head, now slightly alarmed. 

‘He picked up these two birds in a bar one night and took them back 
to his hotel room where he proceeded to take turns in shagging both of 
them. He’s shagging one, whilst holding the hand of the other, then 
they’d swap round. Anyway, one of them left, and the other one, who 
was slightly older, stayed on. Next thing he knew she was moving in 
with him. He didn’t mind because he was guaranteed a shag every night. 
He would come home from work to find she had tidied up his room, 
cleaned everywhere, done his washing and laid the table for his dinner. 
She was absolutely devoted to him, claimed she loved him, and couldn’t 
bear to be parted from him, even texting him at work, what he was doing, 
that kind of thing.’ 

‘She obviously cared about him.’ 

‘Oh, yes, she did. Some of these girls are very affectionate, and they 
all want love in return and expect us men to change our ways once we 
settle down with them. But this guy noticed that her idea of love was 
smothering him, suffocating him, because he couldn’t do anything 
without her knowing about it, demanding to know where he was or what 
he was doing. She used to molly-coddle him, treat him like a baby, wipe 
him down when he was sweating, or cut his nails like a professional 
manicurist, brush and style his hair, even wash his knob after they had 
been shagging. She would do everything she could within her power to 
make sure he did not go astray, like keeping tabs on him all the time, 
where he was, who he was talking to, even trying to hack into his phone 
when he wasn’t looking so she could read his messages, see who else he 
was chatting to. Well, it got to the point where he had had enough, so 
they ended up having a big argument one night, a massive row, with him 
having no choice but to kick her out. He even had to get security to help 
as she refused to go, demanding money from him, the 3,000 pesos she 
reckoned he owed her for the sex they had that night. I mean, honestly, 
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they were supposed to be boyfriend-girlfriend and she is demanding he 
pays for it. Ridiculous, right? When they managed to get her evicted, he 
goes back to his room only to discover she’s stolen his phone.’ 

“What a bitch!’ 

‘Oh, that ain’t the end of it. Now, I don’t know about you, but a 
man’s phone is his private property, much like his wallet, and no woman 
has the right to go anywhere near it, let alone steal it.’ 

‘Definitely. I’d be fuming if any woman did that to me.’ 

“Yes, so you could imagine what’s going on in this guy’s head. He 
starts running round town trying to find her so he can get his phone back. 
He needs it for work as it has all his contacts on it. Miraculously she has 
disappeared. There’s not much he can do except go to bed and try to 
sleep. The next evening after work he tracks down the other bird he was 
shagging that night who tells him his missus is prepared to give him the 
phone back if he pays her the 3,000.’ 

“What? You’re joking! She stole it and now she’s extorting him!’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘Tf it had been me, I would have reported her to the police.’ 

‘That’s what he threatened to do if she didn’t give it back and for free. 
She refuses, so he drags her all the way to the nearest police station, and 
demands she returns his phone.’ 

‘Then what happened? Did they order her to give it back?’ 

“Well, the law around here works in a mysterious way, and the pigs 
were on her side, of course, so he was forced to hand over the money. He 
got it back. After that, naturally, they split up. He wanted nothing to do 
with ever again. Anyway, he found solace in the arms of her friend.’ 

‘Then how did he end up getting murdered?’ 

‘Well, one night they tried to patch up, didn’t they, even though he 
told her they were finished. All 3 had been out drinking when foolishly 
he invited them back to his hotel, knowing full well his ex had had too 
much to drink and wouldn’t be able to make it home by herself. So, he 
let her sleep it off on the couch whilst he got it on with her friend, his 
new missus. But his ex woke up, saw they were in bed and became so 
full of rage she grabbed the nearest thing to hand, this vase, a big heavy 
thing it was, and whacked him over the head with it. It split his skull in 
two, and the poor fucker died instantly.’ 

“Wow! What happened to her after that?’ 

‘Oh, she got sent down, or would have if this psychiatrist hadn’t 
gotten involved. He claimed she was suffering from bipolar disorder, and 
treatment was the only cure rather than incarceration, so she ended up in 
a mental hospital.’ 

‘Sounds like a right nutter, one of them psycho-babes.’ 
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“Well, you couldn’t really call her that as she was in her forties and 
should have known better, but she was certainly unhinged. There was 
this nice side to her who cared about him, and there was this other side 
that was always jealous and suspicious. It was that side which killed him. 
He fell in love with her nice side, but most of the time it was hidden 
under this horrible shit, all this rubbish in her head, as if she had these 
deep insecurities about herself which affected her judgement. I mean, she 
lost it that night, admittedly. And she will have to live with that fact for 
the rest of her life.’ 

‘So, the moral of this story is ...’ 

‘It’s no story: it’s true, and if anything, it’s saying always be careful 
when you get involved with these women, ‘cos some of them can be very 
dangerous. I mean there’s that old line about hell having no fury like a 
woman scorned, but some go beyond being just angry and vindictive. So, 
watch out, and the worst thing is, they seem to fall in love with you so 
easily yet barely know you.’ 

I sat back, flummoxed, now questioning whether any women could 
really be trusted over here. 

‘That reminds me,’ Trev suddenly perked up. ‘Are we going or not?’ 

He would not let it drop. I relented and simply nodded. 

‘Good. Finish your drink and we’ll go.’ 

I took the last swig of my bottle with Trev already jumping to his feet, 
dying to move on. He was out on the pavement before I had even stood 
up. I shook my head thinking he was an animal, one that could pick up 
the scent of females on heat; he was on a mission to plough every furrow 
out there. 

As soon as I got outside, about to cross the road on the pedestrian 
crossing, he stopped me. 

‘No, you can’t cross yet.’ 

‘Why not? There’s no traffic.’ 

‘Because it’s a red light,’ he reprimanded me, pointing to the sign 
opposite. ‘And if a patrolman sees you cross now, you could get a ticket.’ 

Again, I shook my head, baffled at how he could be so carefree about 
everything else in life, like money, women, drink, and yet so law-abiding 
when it came to such mundane things like crossing a road. 

The light changed. We crossed and followed a short lane that would 
take us onto Burgos, right at the start of the Red-Light District, and as 
soon as we hit it, we came across a small group of girls, all dressed up 
for the night, flashing their eyes and their smiles. 

‘Don’t,’ he warned me. 

‘What?’ 

‘Don’t look at them. Don’t look at their eyes. If you do, they will 


107 


Part 2: The Occurrence 


think you’re interested. Keep walking, for they ain’t really women.’ 

I looked over my shoulder and tried to re-assess them quickly. If they 
weren’t women, then my eyes needed testing. 

“You sure?’ I asked him. 

‘Of course, I’m sure. I've been around here long enough to tell the 
difference.’ 

“You could have fooled me,’ I naturally responded, unaware that such 
a simple sentence could be taken in more ways than one. 
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By the time we hit the venue, called Maison, on the corner of Burgos and 
Badajos, we must have been accosted by about a dozen or so girls all 
plying their trade, each one of whom we politely declined, although I 
must admit I was tempted with one, similarly dressed in black like the 
one Trev fancied back at the bar. This one had a distinctive tattoo at the 
top of her left arm. It was a crude pen and ink job of a cross, done in 
black, very amateurish, yet I wasn’t interested in that: I was looking at 
her eyes, like two dark pools, drawing me into their depths, mesmerising 
as Kaa’s in the Jungle Book. If it hadn’t been for Trev tugging my 
shoulder and snatching me away, I would’ve fallen into her lair, utterly. 
The whore frowned at me, and I could almost hear her hiss as she turned 
on her heels to find another, more willing victim. The next thing I know I 
was thrown into this small foyer, with the doors to the street behind us 
being closed by two bouncers. We now stood, hesitantly, facing huge 
black drapes that barred our access to whatever lay beyond. 

‘Well,’ Trev looked at me. ‘You ready?’ 

I nodded. ‘As ready as I’ll ever be.’ 

The drapes parted slightly. Between them appeared a young Filipina 
dressed in black lingerie that left little to the imagination. She was done 
up exquisitely and held the drapes aside, beckoning us to enter with a 
huge smile. We walked in, me more apprehensive than anything else. 

It was like a circus or a carnival with a ring and big top. I expected to 
see jugglers, acrobats, clowns, unicyclists amidst all the flashing lights 
and dark corners. There was throbbing music coming from the speakers 
overhead. Like a circus the scene that greeted us was equally spectacular 
with some gorgeous girls strutting their stuff on the elevated floor to the 
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left, hugging poles, dancing in tight outfits. To the right, a small bar with 
a line of seats up against the wall. We stood at the edge of the dance 
floor. Upright tables and highchairs were scattered around it. The young 
girl indicated for us to sit down at a table. I sat somewhat nervously, 
always thinking in the back of my mind, ‘Do I have enough cash on me?’ 
Trev just nodded away, grinning, his beady eyes taking in all the flesh on 
display. I looked around casually to see how many men were here. Or 
was it all women? Were there other dupes like us? Yes, I could now see 
them as my eyes adjusted to the semi-darkness. Some old geezers were 
hogging a table, grinning lecherously, clinging to bottles of beer with 
their rough hands as if they were lifesavers, too lazy to get up and dance, 
or too mean to chat with the girls, preferring just to look. Some Chinese 
guys, dressed in suits as if they had just walked out of an office, were 
standing to the side, busy tapping their feet, pretending to be enjoying 
themselves. Whilst a few girls were sitting with legs crossed behind us 
and didn’t seem to be interested in anyone in particular. I thought they 
were going to swamp us, possessing an acute sense: money had walked 
into the room. But no, they remained there, idle and detached. 

A mamasang approached us and made sure we smiled back at her. It 
was a false smile. 

“Welcome, sirs,’ she said, handing us a menu. 

Trev snatched it out of her hand and looked at the prices. He began 
shaking his head. 

Oh no, don’t tell me he’s going to make a scene. He said something to 
her. She promptly walked off. Then he crossed the dance floor to the 
other side next to the bar. Sitting back on an upright sofa was a solitary 
guy surrounded by about three girls, most of them in the dark. You could 
imagine he lived a decadent lifestyle to the fullest, always surrounded by 
girls, with a plentiful supply of drink and drugs to hand. Trev leaned over 
and was asking him something. He then came back to me grinning like 
the Cheshire Cat. 

“You should see him over there. He’s got one girl either side of him, 
both topless, and another with her skirt right up to here,’ he indicated 
above his waist, ‘sitting on his lap.’ 

“What did you ask him?’ 

‘About the prices. The last time I was in here it was only 150 for a 
bottle, and 300 for the drinks for the girls. The mamasang told me it was 
400, which I refuse to pay. But he said that’s only if you buy them a 
bottle. Get them a small drink, like a shot of tequila or something, then 
it’s only 300.’ 

‘Only!’ 

‘Come on, Joe, where’s your sense of adventure?’ 
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I felt like telling him I left it back in England. The only reason I came 
here was in the belief it was supposed to be cheaper: how wrong was I. 
This was not going to be a cheap night at all, not by any stretch of the 
imagination. 

One of the girls came over with the drinks that Trev had ordered from 
the mamasang, two ice-cold bottles of San Miguel Light. In a normal bar 
you would expect to pay around 100-120 pesos. Here, because it was 
supposed to be an exclusive place, you paid exclusive prices. I was 
already getting the feeling that if you go for a night out with Trev you 
had better bring plenty of cash with you. 

We sat and supped and had a good look round. 

‘So, what do you think, mate?’ Trev asked, eyeing the totty on stage. 

“Yes, not bad. Just how I like them, slim and attractive.’ 

“Yeah, but no tits. I like ‘em with tits. A girl must have tits to be a 
real woman, know what I mean. If she ain’t got no tits I’m not interested. 
It’s like most of the Filipinas here, they’re just not fully developed, like 
their physical maturity has been stunted, or what they call arrested 
development, like this girl I went out with once. Could have been one of 
them up there. Quite tall, attractive, very slim. But when she got un- 
dressed, it just buggered me why she wore a bra at all. There was nothing 
there, not even a thimble full, let alone a mouthful. Nothing to support, 
just a couple of little mounds.’ 

‘That’s Asian girls all over. Look at the Chinese, the Japanese, or 
Indonesians. None of them have big breasts. It seems to be the mindset 
of Western culture that we expect a grown woman to have large breasts 
as a mark of her femininity. Women have now become so predisposed to 
this notion, they’re prepared to go out of their way to make sure they 
have a good pair, knowing men are attracted to ample cleavages.’ 

‘Nah, false boobies, forget it. Can’t stand silicone. It’s like playing 
with two balls of plasticine, not the same thing at all. They just don’t 
hang right. I mean when she’s on top, right, I like to see them bounce up 
and down naturally, not like they’ve been glued to her chest, just stuck 
there. No, they got to have a natural swing to them.’ 

It was perfect timing. Just as Trev said that, a girl approached us from 
the side, quite clearly not wearing a bra, only a light chiffon top, almost 
transparent, with a natural swing beneath it. We could not help noticing 
it. And she knew what we were looking at. She was short but quite full in 
figure, having flesh in all the right places. 

‘Hi,’ she said softly, as she reached our table. 

‘Hi,’ we both replied. 

Trev frowned at me in a way that suggested she was only talking to 
him, not the both of us, so I kept quiet and let him speak. 
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‘Are you interested in a party?’ she asked, her thickly mascaraed eyes 
glancing at both of us. 

‘Oh, I am. I like to party,’ he blubbered. 

‘Good, then why don’t we party over there,’ she suggested, indicating 
the other side of the bar, near the stage. 

“Why not.’ 

Trev got up and patted me on the shoulder, as if to say this was his 
bird for the night, ‘See you, chum,’ kind of thing. 

He started to move in that direction; she stopped him. 

‘Oh, no, bring your friend with you.’ 

‘What?’ he retorted. “Three’s a crowd.’ 

‘No, he can come with us. I get him a girl.’ 

She then tured to face the stage and called out the name Carmen and 
gestured for one of them to come over and join us. 

I hadn’t noticed her before. But now I couldn’t help noticing. This 
Carmen was a tall girl, very slim, with wide hips, hardly any breasts, and 
graced with a skin tone bordering on a light yellow-brown in colour, 
almost golden. She was wearing a strapless bra and a pair of panties that 
were no bigger than a thong. I wasn’t looking at that, nor the way she 
walked, the way she swung her hips, so one small breast undulated with 
the other, coming towards me in her high heels: I was looking at her 
eyes, drinking her in. She was looking at mine, never averting, fixed on 
me with the assuredness of a girl who knows she is receiving attention. 
When I smiled, she smiled. In that solitary moment I was hooked. 

The other one, whose name turned out to be Erica, indicated for me to 
join them. I finished my drink, got off my stool and glided towards them, 
ensnared now. As I did so, Carmen grabbed my arm and led me towards 
the other side, her hand slipping down to meet my hand. Like all the girls 
I had come across, her hands were small, delicate, yet the skin of her 
palm was slightly rough, as you would expect, say, from a hairdresser 
who always got her hands wet and did not bother to dry them properly, 
or have the sense to use moisturiser afterwards. This, however, did not 
bother me in the slightest. I was just happy to have this gorgeous-looking 
girl sitting next to me. Like most Filipinas she wore hardly any make-up. 
Her lips were already a full luscious red, thick, the sort of lips a girl gets 
from doing plenty of sucking—and I don’t mean lollipops. And when she 
smiled her lips had a habit of bending up and backwards as if cutting the 
whole of her face in half. 

“What do you want to drink?’ the mamasang asked us, seeing that we 
now had companions for the night. 

‘It’s your round,’ Trev reminded me. 

‘I thought so.’ 
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I tured to her and ordered two more bottles, the same. 

‘And what about the girls?’ 

I looked to Trev for his advice. 

‘My Erica will have a gin and tonic,’ he told her, squeezing the girl’s 
hand under the table. 

I looked at Carmen who ordered a tequila slammer. 

Brilliant, I thought. But I didn’t care. 

Carmen moved round closer on her stool so she could be right next to 
me, almost touching, whilst Trev and his girl wasted no time in getting it 
on, seated on their couch. 

‘This the first time you been here?’ she asked. I simply nodded. ‘I 
thought so. Not seen you here before.’ 

The drinks arrived. We said cheers and chinked our glasses/bottles. I 
watched Carmen do a professional slammer, knocking hers back without 
equivocation. I could see she had done this many times before. 

‘So, what’s your name?’ 

‘Joe,’ I replied, waiting for her to laugh. 

She didn’t. Instead, she just nodded. 

‘Where you from, Joe?’ 

‘England. Been here about a week,’ I replied, looking at Trev and 
Erica who were fooling around like two kids. 

Every time he went to kiss her, the peak of his cap hit her on the 
forehead. She would say, ‘Ouch.’ She got fed up with it after a few 
minutes and grabbed his cap, turned it round, repositioned it so he was 
now wearing it back to front, making him look even more like a kid. 

“You got a girlfriend?’ 

‘No, I’m still single.’ 

‘Oh, single, like me.’ 

‘Really. You’re single?’ 

‘In a job like this you must be, the hours we work. We start at six in 
the evening and sometimes don’t finish till six in the morning.’ 

‘Long hours.’ 

I later learnt that they get a very basic wage, something like 500 a 
night. But to boost their earnings they had to get a man to buy them a 
drink, 150 of which they pocketed. It obviously made economic sense to 
exploit the men who came into the club, otherwise it would not be viable 
to work those kinds of hours, taking home a bare minimum. They had to 
ply their trade, just like Carmen was doing now, her hand on my knee, 
smiling at me sweetly. 

“You got any kids?’ she asked, out of a sense of duty, as if pretending 
to be really interested in me. I could imagine her forgetting all about me 
after tonight. Tomorrow she would entice another Joe or another John. 
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‘No, not that I know of,’ I joked. 

Carmen didn’t get it, as if she wasn’t really listening. This was just 
standard preliminary procedure: she had a job to do; to turn me on and 
keep the drink supply flowing. 

“You? Do you have any kids?’ 

She nodded and stroked my hair. ‘Two. A boy and a girl. That’s why 
I do this job, to keep them in school.’ 

I was taken aback as she didn’t looked that old. ‘How old are you?’ 

‘26. Why? Did you think I was older?’ 

‘No, I thought you were younger. You don’t look 26.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

She leaned over and gave me a full smacker on the lips. I could taste 
the tequila in the back of her throat. Her hands wasted no time in finding 
what they were looking for: the flies to my jeans. With one deft hand she 
undid my buckle and my belt. With the other she pulled down the zip, all 
the way. Then she reached inside. 

Immediately I was reminded of a Spearmint Rhino club in England I 
went to one night. There were certain rules you had to abide by, the main 
one being the girls can touch you, but you can’t touch them. Here it was 
very different, for Carmen grabbed one of my hands, guided it to her 
breast and made me feel her. The other hand was still trying to get me 
hard. I don’t know what it was: whether it was shock, embarrassment, or 
simply being conscious of what we were doing in public, I was finding it 
difficult to get erect, especially in my tight jeans. 

Suddenly she stood up, removed her bra, threw it to the side, and 
pulled down her panties, kicking them off, but kept her high-heeled 
shoes on. She looked magnificent now, making sure I took her in full, 
hands on hips, gloating on my lust for her. In the darkness, her body 
limned by the light behind her, I could make out a small tattoo above her 
right breast. It was a piece of writing, possibly in Tagalog. I wondered 
what it meant. Before I could ask her the significance, she grabbed my 
legs, swung me round so I was now facing her directly, then clambered 
on top of me, and started riding me like a bitch in heat, making sure her 
vagina was rubbing against my semi-erect knob, which was still tucked 
in my jeans, with only the head poking out, lying flat against my 
stomach. She would rub her crutch up and down it slowly, forcefully, in 
a controlled manner. We were essentially having sex in public, almost. 
Occasionally she would stop, bring her head down to me so that her long 
hair draped over my face, and clamp her lips round mine, bringing my 
hands up to play with her breasts. She then grabbed my hands and made 
me clutch her buttocks and started riding me hard again. She was riding 
me so hard, slamming into my lap, I could imagine she was going to 
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crush the phone in my pocket. There would be nothing left of it except 
plastic fragments. Finally, I came, shooting my load over my stomach. 
Quickly I mopped up the mess with my handkerchief, quite embarrassed 
she had taken me that far, thinking she would laugh. She didn’t. She just 
smiled, kissed me, lifted herself up and directed my spare hand towards 
her crutch. She opened her legs wide, and guided my finger inside her, 
then started riding it like a knob until she finally came, her juices 
trickling down my fingers and hand. She let out a long sigh. 

Satisfied, Carmen pulled herself off me, grabbed her bra and panties, 
got dressed, and then sat down next to me. She resumed talking as if 
nothing had happened. 

As we sat there in a world of our own. It was soon disturbed by the 
reappearance of the mamasang who was asking if we wanted more 
drinks. I looked to Trev, who now was not only busy with one girl but 
two. Where the other one came from, I had no idea. Like her friend she 
was short with quite a bit of meat on her, and was fully naked, rubbing 
her ample breasts against his chest, whilst Erica pretended to be sucking 
his knob. 

You could have sex here, or almost, but there were still certain 
restrictions in place. Full penetrative sex was prohibited, yet foreplay 
was unlimited. 

‘Trev,’ I called out, ‘it’s your round.’ 

He lifted his hand from under Erica’s crutch and indicated two more 
bottles. The mamasang disappeared, then Carmen rested her head on my 
shoulder as if tired out. 

‘It’s been a long night,’ she moaned. 

‘T bet it has.’ 

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone, surprised it was 
still intact after the abuse Carmen had been giving my lap. It was later 
than I thought. 

“What time is it?’ she asked. 

‘Nearly one.’ 

‘God, I’ve got another five hours. Why don’t you take me to a hotel? 
Then you can have me for free.’ 

I was about to reply when the mamasang coughed up. ‘Yes, you take 
her. You can have her for 6,000.’ 

“6,000!” I shrieked. 

“Yes, go on, Joe,’ I heard Trev blurt out. 

‘I don’t have 6,000.’ 

‘Okay,’ said the mamasang. ‘5,000, special offer.’ 

I shook my head in disbelief. 

‘Why? Don’t you like me?’ Carmen asked. 


115 


Part 2: The Occurrence 


‘Of course, I like you. I just haven’t got that kind of cash on me.’ 

The table went silent. I took a sip from my fresh bottle, as did Trev, 
who had come up for a breather, and Carmen and the girls knocked their 
drinks back. The mamasang, who soon disappeared, I noticed had been 
giving me a scrutinising frown, as if to say, ‘Why come in here if you 
don’t have the money?’ 

‘I’m a traveller, an itinerant, a vagrant, a vagabond abroad, nothing 
but a digital tramp with only a rucksack on his back. Not a rich braggart 
with the cash to splash,’ I wanted to tell them. 

Then Erica’s friend grabbed my hand and inserted one of my fingers 
inside her. I was not expecting it at all, as she was with Trev; his girl, not 
mine. But then I could see Trev already had both his hands full, and that 
was why she was frustrated. 

Immediately Carmen jumped to her feet and rushed out past the dance 
floor. She disappeared behind some curtains to the side of the stage. 
What the devil had gotten into her, I did not know. I retrieved my finger 
and took my bottle over the side to see where she had gone. There was a 
sign, ‘Staff only.’ As I would not be permitted entry, I became annoyed 
with Carmen, but more so with myself. I slumped in the seat next to the 
stage staring miserably at the floor. Had I done something wrong? The 
mamasang, who must have seen all this happen, stopped in front of me, 
took one look, could see I was not happy, and dashed behind the curtain. 
Within two minutes she was dragging Carmen out and frog-marching her 
towards me. She made me take her hand and make up with a kiss. 
Carmen pulled me in towards her and smiled. Hand in hand, we went 
back to the seated area. 

“What happened to you?’ I asked innocently. 

‘Don’t do that again!’ 

‘Do what again?’ 

‘Touch her. You touched her.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Carmen. I didn't mean to. She took my hand and ...’ 

It was pointless. I could see she was now sulking. The only way to 
cheer her up was to buy her another drink. I ordered a tequila slammer 
and watched her knock it back. Now she was happy and curled up next to 
me on the couch, my arm around her, feeling the softness of her lovely 
smooth skin. I could smell the fresh shampoo in her hair, the soft scent of 
her perfume, the sweet odour of her long slender neck up against my 
nose: it was all so intoxicating. I gave her a quick peck, wishing I could 
take her home with me tonight. 

At that moment, Trev and his girls jumped to their feet. 

“Where you going?’ I asked, just like a Filipino. 

‘We’re going to the private function room,’ he told me grinning, 
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holding the girls’ hands. 

All three disappeared, leaving us alone. 

I wasn’t bothered. I was quite content to hold this beauty in my arms 
forever, rubbing her shoulder gently as she rested her weary head against 
my chest, closing her eyes, breathing lightly. I could feel the rise and fall 
of her pert breasts every time she breathed in and out. It was wonderful. I 
slowly drank my bottle, now content I had come to this club, this sensual 
world of delights, a paradise in a concrete jungle, and contemplated 
staying here all night. Then I could feel Carmen’s hand slipping down 
between my legs. She began to rub the fleshy bulge in my pants. It was 
soon hard. She noticed and sat up and started pounding me again. I don’t 
know for how long, but like a crazed harridan she kept it up for an 
awfully long time. It got to the point where my knob was sore, aching to 
be let out and allowed to find its way into the matrix Mother Nature had 
provided, and then she gave up, falling on top of me like a limp ragdoll, 
totally exhausted. I was pleased because now I could move to the side, 
letting her body tumble gently onto the seat next to me and redress 
myself, pushing my knob back in my pants where it belonged. Then I 
looked at this girl, half-dressed lying there, not moving. She had only 
fallen asleep. 

“Wake up,’ one of her colleagues shouted at her as she walked past. 

But there was no point. Carmen was out like a light, lying on her side, 
her big rump sticking out. I gently rubbed it and whispered goodbye. 

I was just about to leave when I bumped into Trev and his girls 
coming back down the stairs. 

“Where are you going, Joe?’ 

‘I’m going home.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Look.’ 

I took him over to where we had been sitting. He could see Carmen 
was sound asleep, snoring away. 

‘That’s why,’ I told him. ‘So, what happened in the private room?’ 

“What didn’t happen!’ he retorted and sniggered. 

I shook my head and turned about heel. I went over to the cashier, 
paid my part of the bill, and walked out, relieved I had only spent about 
2,900. The next day I found out Trev had spent nearly 12,000. 

Yes, it was an expensive night, I mused as I walked back to my hostel 
alone. It was an interesting experience. Yes, he was right: I did enjoy it. 
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Over the next few days and nights, I would often meet up with Trev on a 
regular basis. We would have long discussions, over a meal or some 
drinks, about the state of things in general. For example, the country, 
what we liked and disliked about it, sometimes raising important issues, 
asking deep, serious philosophical questions, like ‘Who keeps stealing all 
the toilet seats in Manila? Is there some phantom toilet-seat thief going 
round coveting them to satisfy some incomprehensible perverse desire?’ 

‘Tabo or not tabo? That is the question,’ I once asked. ‘Whether ‘tis 
nobler in the mind to suffer tabo or paper? Which do you prefer, the 
spray bum-gun or the normal method?’ 

‘Personally, I prefer the gun,’ Trev replied. ‘My ass is always cleaner 
after a good dump and hasn’t touched paper since I came here.’ 

We had a good laugh over that. In that moment we both understood 
we were on the same wavelength. From then on, we became firm friends. 

I decided to stay on in Makati as I preferred it to what I had seen so 
far. I was not yet ready to explore any further by going out into the 
provinces, or head for one of the many wild exotic beaches its islands 
had to offer. I was content here. I had found a home from home, and a 
companion I grew fond of. Over time I learned to respect his cynical 
view of life and his often-acerbic wit. 

‘There are certain things you have to avoid doing here,’ Trev began 
telling me one day over a burger and fries. 

‘Like what?’ I asked, knowing my mentor was about to commence a 
lengthy lecture. 

‘Avoid thinking of Manila as being the same as our countries. It ain’t. 
This is a whole new world, full of wonderful places to discover, with a 
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huge range of diversity that beats all that crap at home. 

‘Avoid thinking all the locals are inferior because they were not born 
with the same background as us, or had the privileges we enjoyed, or the 
same money we’ve got. These people are proud of who they are and 
deserve to be treated with an equal amount of respect. 

‘Avoid thinking that everyone is honest here because they ain’t. I can 
guarantee you one day you’ll be scammed, in one way or another at some 
point, so always be on your guard, Joe. As far as they’re concerned, we 
are easy targets, and they don’t give a shit about ripping us off, even if 
it’s just over the price of a pint. And don’t make the mistake thinking it’s 
unique to the Philippines because it ain’t. It happens in your country, my 
country, all over the world, the only difference being here it’s rifer. So, 
avoid condemning them for it. You must learn when to spot the scams; 
keep your wits about you. Be wary of anyone trying to be over-friendly, 
or trying to distract you in some way. Always be aware of what’s going 
on behind you when walking down a street. You’ll soon learn to spot a 
scam before it even takes place: that can only come with experience. 
Sooner or later, you will get scammed. Shit like that happens. So expect 
it and accept it. Then move on.’ 

“Yeah, you need to be street-smart here, like anywhere else in the 
world. That’s why I’m always on my guard. You need to be discerning 
about who you interact with, otherwise they’d probably decide to take 
advantage of you.’ 

‘That’s right. You can never be too street-smart. It’s the only way to 
stay safe.’ 

“You sound as if you’re speaking from experience. Have you been 
scammed here as well as at home? I bet you have.’ 

‘Once or twice. I told you about the two whores who ripped me off. 
But my first experience wasn’t really a scam, it was an attempted theft by 
a pickpocket.’ 

‘Really? Is it bad here?’ 

‘Strewth! Of course it is. I told you; they think we’re easy targets and 
can’t wait to rip us off. There are loads of ‘em about, and you need to be 
on guard all the time. Luckily, I was that day.’ 

“What happened?’ 

‘I was walking down Makati Avenue, past Jollibee, heading back to 
my hotel. As I’m approaching the big Mercury Drug Store on my left, I 
felt a weird sensation that made me stop. Now, I’m not the fastest of 
walkers, about average, but on this day I was dying for a pee. All I want 
to do is get back to my hotel room, so I’m not hanging about.’ 

‘Understandable. You had to go ...’ 

‘Exactly, and when a man’s gotta go ...’ 
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‘He’s gotta go. So, you felt something?’ 

“Yes. It was strange, like my sixth sense suddenly kicked in, making 
me aware something was going on behind my back. Anyway, I felt this 
slight tug on my bag which I used to carry around all the time. It was 
slung over my shoulder, zipped up, with the zip fastener to the back of 
me down by my waist.’ 

‘I see, so within reach from behind.’ 

“Yeah. But it was right next to me, between my arm and just above 
my hip. Anyway, at first I thought I imagined it, then realised something 
or someone was touching my bag. I stop, turn round quickly and there’s 
this little girl right behind me. She also stops and we look at each other. 
Our eyes meet, lock, then she seemed to get nervous and quickly looked 
away as if to suggest she wasn’t quite sure what to do in this situation, 
having never experienced it before, and became wary of me. “What’s he 
going to do? Hit me? Drag me to the nearest police station?” That kind of 
thing. Either that or she was trying to feign innocence, badly. I check my 
bag, and yes, the zip had been undone, not much, only a few inches, but 
enough to expose the top of my wallet. This little fucker had only tried 
fucking nicking it, hadn’t she!’ 

‘How old was she?’ 

‘Dunno. Hard to say. She was wearing a mask. All I could see were 
her eyes. But judging by her height, she was quite a small girl, so I’d say 
probably only about 13, 14, maybe 15 at the most. Strewth, if she got 
hold of my wallet, I would have punched her lights out. What gets me is 
how cheeky she was. Did she honestly think she could get away with it? 
Did she think nobody would notice her doing it? Not very clever, and not 
very bright! This was happening on Makati Avenue, a busy thoroughfare, 
loads of people around, lots of eyewitnesses, almost in broad daylight. It 
was early in the evening, but still quite light, and I’ve got this fucker 
targeting me. Why? Because I’m white, a fucking foreigner. She must 
have thought I was loaded or something.’ 

‘How wrong she was! So, what did you do?’ 

“What could I do? I had no proof she was trying to steal from me. I 
didn’t see her do it, or her hand touching my bag. So, I had to give her 
the benefit of the doubt, didn’t I? I then gave her one of my looks,’ he 
started scowling, ‘as if to say, “You try that again, you little fucker, and 
you’re dead,” and I continued on my way, with her standing there 
watching me walk off.’ 

‘Bloody hate thieves, especially pickpockets.’ 

“Yeah, but don’t go thinking it only happens here. It is prevalent in 
every country. In places like Manila it can be quite prolific, especially at 
certain times of the year, like around Christmas time. Makati Avenue is 
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getting notoriously bad now, unfortunately.’ 

‘I’ve never experienced any problems on Makati Avenue.’ 

“You ain’t been here long enough, mate. You wait and see, one day 
something will happen to you. Makati Avenue is beginning to attract the 
wrong people, so watch out. And if you must carry a bag, always keep it 
in front of you, with the zip done up. Anyway, there’s something here 
worse than pickpockets.’ 

“What’s that?’ 

‘Taxi drivers. They’ll rob you clean in broad daylight.’ 

‘I’ve heard about that.’ 

“Yes, so avoid getting overpriced taxis round Manila, especially the 
wankers from the airport. Since I’ve been here, I’ve noticed there are 
about 5 different types. While you’re here you will probably come across 
all of them. The rarest is the genuine ones who actually charge the right 
price and aren’t out to rip you off. They are very rare indeed. Then there 
is the type who will only charge a bit extra by claiming he has no change, 
so he expects you to let him keep it as a tip. Then there is the type who 
won’t take you unless you agree on a price beforehand. He will barter 
with you until you finally cave in. Either way it will be well over the 
normal amount. Then there is the type who will do the same but make 
the journey as quick as possible so he can pocket the difference of the 
agreed amount against what it says on the meter. Taxi drivers only take 
cash here so who’s to know what he charged and kept for himself. Then 
lastly, the outrageous type who will come out with some extravagant 
amount, thinking you don’t know any better, and he will make sure he 
gets it by going slow and the long way round. So always ask for the 
meter to be turned on first. Or even better, when arriving at the airport 
head for departures instead, catch a taxi that’s just dropped someone off: 
you'll see a huge difference in the amount.’ 

‘I caught a Grab taxi from Parafiaque to come here. On the way, I 
checked he was taking the right and fastest route by following it on my 
map app, and he was.’ 

“Yes, always check, because you never know what these bastards are 
playing at. 

‘Remember to avoid waving lots of cash about. Don’t do what my 
idiot friend did the last time I was here by going to the ATM and walking 
down one of the poorest streets in Manila counting out his money. He 
only got fucking mugged, didn’t he, and wondered why. A real space 
cadet, like when he took this Filipina home and woke up the next 
morning to find she had gone, along with his stash he kept in the bread 
bin. Whatever money you’ve got, keep it on you and well hidden, and 
not in some bulging wallet. Never carry more cash on you than need be. 
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Leave the rest at home, tucked away. Don’t be flashy with it or thinking 
you can solve the problems of some of the people here by handing it out: 
you can’t. They won’t be grateful for it either. You may think you’re rich 
compared to some of the fuckers here, but you’re not and your money 
ain’t powerful, not like how you think it is, ‘cos it ain’t. Also, if you 
come across a girl here who asks for money after trying to make out she 
loves you, don’t give her any, for if you do, she’ll keep coming back 
asking for more. That bird ain’t really in love with you, remember that.’ 

I was wondering who he was referring to: Carmen? I never saw her 
again anyway. 

‘Also, avoid falling into the trap of thinking poverty don’t exist here. 
Of course, it fucking exists. Acknowledge it, accept it, and ignore it. 
You’ll only make it worse if you start criticising the many street vendors 
who are trying their hardest to make some kinda living. And if you get 
some fucking beggar coming up to you scrounging for money, don’t give 
‘im any. Money ain’t always the best solution. Give them some food 
instead, like the bums who live on the streets and have to sleep on the 
pavements under some overhanging roof for shelter.’ 

When he said that, it reminded me what happened the other day. He 
gave part of his meal away to a beggar woman who was hanging around 
outside Wendy’s, his regular dine-in. She grabbed it and walked off as if 
she deserved it, not even saying thanks or showing any sign of gratitude. 

“What did you do that for?’ I asked him. 

‘It was only a bit of chicken,’ he replied, shrugging his shoulders. 

But it would be remiss of anyone to think he was doing something 
good when in a few weeks’ time he would become so impoverished he 
couldn’t afford to eat at Wendy’s again. Only those who are well-off can 
afford such a gesture, not those who are almost in the same predicament 
as the beggars themselves. I always thought it was such a stupid thing to 
do. And he would soon learn to regret it. 

‘Avoid being aloof when walking around,’ he continued. ‘Don’t try to 
make out you’re not a tourist because you are. Don’t be thinking all 
children are beggars, or out to rip you off. Sometimes they will approach 
you and want to talk purely because you are a foreigner, and they want to 
know all about you. You’re in their country. You’re white like me, and in 
some places, like out in the provinces, they don’t see many white folks. 
So, expect to become an object of curiosity. It’s normal, not a problem, 
only if you make it one. And don’t go round criticising everything. 
Accept it for the way it is here.’ 

“Yes, like a lot of foreigners who come here and make rude remarks. I 
mean, would you walk into someone’s front room and start criticising 
their furniture, or the way they sit on the settee, or the way they allow the 
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cat to sleep everywhere, or the colour of their curtains, or the crap they 
watch on TV? You wouldn’t, would you? So why would you do it ina 
foreign country? Sadly, many of them do just that. I think you need to be 
non-judgemental, impartial, objective, and have an open mind. It helps to 
better appreciate how life is here.’ 

‘Exactly. If they’re some young kids playing football or basketball 
join in with them for a few minutes. Have a laugh with them. It will 
make their day. 

‘Avoid thinking everything here is the same and works in the same 
way because it doesn’t. It’s not like back at home. After the first few 
weeks you’ll become incredibly frustrated with the Filipino idea of time, 
the traffic, the heat, the poor internet connection, the bureaucracy, and 
silly little things like when you go to the market and end up paying more 
for a bunch of bananas than what the natives do. Incidentally, you’d be 
better off if you have a Filipina to get her to do the shopping because 
they won’t overcharge her, but they will you. And don’t shop where the 
stores have no prices on their shelves as, theoretically, they’ll charge 
whatever they want. Don’t expect a refund if you do get overcharged, or 
inadvertently pay for something twice, ‘cos you’ll never get your money 
back. Don’t expect the supermarkets here to be organised either. You’ ll 
get frustrated at trying to find something where you think it should be but 
ends up on the other side of the store, or cannot find half the stuff you’re 
looking for, because everything seems to be so disorganised. It makes no 
sense, just accept it. Or like in one of the shops or fast-food chains where 
there seems to be too many people behind the tills, and nobody knows 
what they’re doing. And don’t get miffed if you can’t find your favourite 
cheese here or complain the wine you like back at home isn’t available, 
or there’s no discount store like Poundland where everything is much 
cheaper. It’s all part of the experience of being here, and to have this 
difference in culture, this diversity. It’s worth remembering this country 
has so many other things to offer. Don’t try to make it the same as home. 
Try to eat local foods, shop in the markets. Always say hello and thanks 
in their language. They will appreciate that from you. Food here ain’t 
presented like back at home, so don’t let that put you off trying it. Food 
is a very big thing here.’ 

‘I noticed,’ I interrupted. ‘I came to that conclusion the first time I 
walked around here. Food, glorious food,’ I sang, and finished the last of 
my fries. 

‘And there are some excellent dishes cooked to perfection here, even 
in some of the most modest of kitchens. 

‘Avoid staying in your room at the hostel or hotel all the time. Get 
out, explore, step into the real world that is Manila. There’s so much to 
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see and do. Some of it beautiful, awe-inspiring, some of it shocking and 
tragic, but it’s all here to be experienced. 

‘Avoid drugs like the plague. Don’t fall into that trap here. It may 
have been easy back at home. Here it’s even worse and more widespread 
than you think. At the end of the day, it just ain’t worth it. 

‘Avoid thinking you are God’s gift to women ...’ 

‘Like you do ...’ I interjected. 

‘I do not.’ 

‘Really? You could have fooled me.’ 

‘Hey, I fucking respect the ladies. You may think you are, even if 
they say you are. But you’re not. Avoid thinking all those dressed as 
ladies are actually ladies. They’re not. Don’t disrespect them either ...’ 

‘Huh!’ I scoffed. ‘All I’ve learnt since I’ve been here is that there are 
only 2 types of women who are interested in me; whores and lady-boys, 
if the latter counts.’ 

Trev chuckled. ‘Yes, you most definitely attract the wrong type, like 
when we were on Burgos and that pro approached you. You had to stick 
your hand up between her legs to make sure, didn’t you?’ 

‘How did you know that?’ 

‘I saw you.’ 

“Well, I was just checking. And I was relieved to find out she was a 
real woman.’ 

‘Hey, don’t disrespect them, or the lady-boys.’ 

‘Sorry, but I’ve never understood why a lady-boy should think a man 
might be interested in her. The only reason a man goes with a prostitute 
is because she has a hole he wants to stick his dick in.’ 

‘Different strokes for different folks, I guess.’ 

‘Tt still confounds me.’ 

“You really are naive at times.’ 

‘No, I’m not. I just can’t see the attraction.’ 

‘Anyway, I’ve lost my train of thought now ... Where was I?’ 

‘Don’t disrespect lady-boys ...’ 

“Yes, that’s right. If you do, then you’ll get many people shouting at 
you. They are much more integrated into society here than back at home. 
You also generally find lady-boys in Red-Light Districts of other cities, 
so don’t think it is just a local phenomenon.’ 

Trev paused for a moment or two, and checked my eyes to see if any 
of it was sinking in. 

We were now sitting round a table at a bar called H & J’s on the back 
streets of Poblacion, the same one we had been to before a few times as it 
had a pool table and always seemed to feature some rather attractive girls 
who didn’t exactly throw themselves at you. Here you were expected to 
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make the first move, if you could afford it, of course. 

‘Avoid drinking beer out of a bottle,’ Trev continued, putting the 
bottle to his lips and taking a swig. ‘Always ask for a glass because the 
bottles here may be stored in areas where there are infestations of mice 
and rats that don’t give a shit where they pee. Don’t swig from a bottle, 
no matter how cool you think it looks, because you won’t think it’s cool 
the next day when your insides fall out of your arse. 

‘Avoid drinking tap water unless you know it comes from a clean 
source. You’re likely to pick up a stomach bug sooner or later, so buy 
bottles of water, they’re much cheaper than visiting a chemists or doctor. 
You can get big 8 litre bottles of Absolute distilled water for about 120 
pesos. That’s about $3 and it will last you all week.’ 

‘I don’t bother. I just boil the water in a kettle, then let it cool down 
before sticking it in the fridge. Boiling up the water for a good three 
minutes is the best way to purify it, and it’s free from the tap.’ 

“You cheapskate.’ 

‘Hey, I’m not rich, okay. I need to cut costs like every other traveller 
around here.’ 

I noticed Trev immediately looked away, as if my comment was a 
snipe aimed at him and he was trying to avoid the obvious truth: beggars 
must economise like everybody else; they cannot be choosers. 

‘Or if you’re thirsty,’ he continued, ‘have a coffee from one of the 
machines in any 7 Eleven store.’ 

‘They are ubiquitous, practically one on every comer.’ 

‘Exactly, and the coffee is not bad for 35 pesos a cup. If you go out 
drinking at night, drinks served with ice are generally fine if the bar is 
relatively good, like in some of the big cities. You shouldn’t have a 
problem. But you must be a lot more cautious when out in the provinces 
as some of the bars there are real dives. You don’t know what you’re 
drinking, so always stick to the bottled stuff,’ he said, finishing his bottle 
and smacking his lips. 

‘And avoid dressing in loud colours, or wearing shorts and flip-flops 
everywhere you go. You’ll only make yourself look more like a tourist. 
Dress appropriately, respectfully. If you’re on a beach and need to go to 
a shop, cover up. Don’t walk in there wearing just your bathing trunks.’ 

‘That reminds me. The other day I went to the park near Rockwell. It 
was so hot I had to take my top off. Next thing I know this warden comes 
along and tells me to put it back on. I’m in a park, for fuck’s sake.’ 

‘See, that’s what I was referring to about it being different here. Of 
course he told you to put it back on. This is Manila not fucking Brighton. 
That’s what I mean about respecting the people here.’ 

“You wouldn’t get that back at home. I once worked in a supermarket. 
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During the summer we used to get young lads coming in wearing nothing 
but a pair of shorts and trainers. Of course, quite a few of the old biddies 
would complain to the staff, but we couldn’t do anything about it as there 
weren’t any strict dress codes being enforced in supermarkets.’ 

“You won’t see that here.’ 

‘No. Anyway, I was only trying to get a bit of sun.’ 

Trev shook his head in an avuncular fashion; or was it the drink? 

‘Avoid the sun. Always use sunscreen. The sun here can be seriously 
stronger than you think. It’s very easy to get burnt. Also, avoid the rain. 
You can get ill if you walk around in it. I mean it. If you must, use an 
umbrella, the same when it’s sunny.’ 

‘I know, they all walk around with their umbrellas as soon as the sun 
comes out, as if somehow they are afraid of the sun.’ 

‘They’re not afraid of it, just fed up with it. You must remember it’s 
summer here all year round, practically, and Filipinos have had enough 
of the sun.’ 

‘That’s why you’ll always find them skulking in the shade,’ I jested. 
‘Like vampires fleeing the rising sun at dawn.’ 

Trev shook his head at me again as if to suggest I was being naive and 
shouldn’t joke about such serious matters as in-built Filipino culture. 

‘That’s why you always find them walking on the shady side of the 
street,’ he told me. 

“Yes, I know. I’ve already seen it, and everyone was looking at me as 
if I was mad because I was walking on the sunny side of the street.’ 

“You are mad!’ 

‘No, just a bit eccentric.’ 

‘Ha! Only rich people can afford to be eccentric,’ he joked. 

‘Anyway, I nearly went mad the other day after a long walk. I was hot 
and tired. All I wanted to do was sit down, so I did, without really 
thinking about what I was doing. The stone seat had obviously been 
exposed to the sun all day. When I went to sit down, I practically burnt 
my backside. It was so hot you couldn’t sit on it.’ 

Trev laughed over that; so did I. 

As I took a sip from my bottle I became acutely aware of how 
different our skin tones were. I had only been here about two or three 
weeks, yet I was displaying a much deeper tan than I had before I 
arrived. Trev was white, showing no colouration in his skin whatsoever. 
His arms and legs were pale, with only a touch of the sun about his face. 
Yet this was even more noticeable when he removed his cap to wipe off 
the accumulating sweat with his hanky; there was a definite contrast 
where he had caught the sun on the back of his neck, the rest of his head 
being pure white under his cap. It made me smirk. He didn’t notice, too 
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busy formulating the rest of his lecture. 

‘Avoid thinking there’s only one place to see, because there ain’t. 
There are hundreds, if not thousands of great beaches, mountains, cities, 
waterfalls, etc., to experience. There are three main regions here which 
are Luzon, Visayas and Mindanao. Each one is unique in its own way. 

‘Also avoid carrying large sums of cash. There are ATMs almost 
everywhere. You’re never far away from one. And you may not need as 
much as you think. But it is definitely not a cheap place to stay. Whilst 
you may think you can survive on a few pesos a day; you won’t be able 
to. Trust me, I know what I’m saying.’ 

“Yes, like when you spent nearly 12,000 pesos in one night.’ 

Trev shook his head at me. ‘Look, I had previously won at the casino, 
hadn’t I? I was feeling rich. Okay?’ 

I shook my head back at him and dismissed his remark. 

‘Avoid the temptation to think you’re better or more important than 
everyone here. You ain’t. Be humble, polite, respectful, and mindful of 
how others see you. Don’t go around shouting how great your country is 
compared with here, or like those guys we were with the other night who 
were going on about how they, the Americans, saved the Philippines 
during World War II. It’s not cool. In fact, it won’t be welcomed at all as 
it will remind them of all the pain and suffering they endured during the 
conflict. Instead, visit Intramuros in Manila. Take a guided tour. In that 
way you'll learn a lot about it. 

‘Avoid any urges to disrespect the faith of these people or their 
acceptance of Catholicism as their religion: don’t be thinking your brand 
of religion is better. Whether you think it’s true or not, it won’t be 
tolerated. There is a religious stronghold here. Like their celebration of 
Easter, I told you about. Regardless of your own beliefs, be respectful of 
how they pray and worship the saints. Not all are Catholics either. There 
are Muslims and other religions, but Catholicism predominates. 

‘Avoid wearing flashy jewellery, bling, or carrying expensive items, 
especially when you get on a jeepney. Don’t go holding your smartphone 
trying to track your journey because most of the passengers are really 
dodgy. Remember they have no money, that’s why they ride in jeepneys. 
If you do, you’re asking for trouble and are liable to get mugged. If you 
look for trouble it will find you eventually. 

‘Avoid trying to make fun of the armed guards on the streets outside 
the shop doors, or inside, like in Mercury Stores and the supermarkets. 
They are there for a reason. Let’s hope you never learn why. They take 
themselves seriously: so should you. 

‘Avoid trying to be a hero if you get into a scrape. You’ll end up 
worse off with a hefty bill to pay afterwards. Gun and knife crime is still 
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a problem in this city, but no worse than any others in the U.S. 

‘Avoid thinking you do not need to learn the language. Although 
English is spoken pretty much everywhere, saying simple things like 
good morning, please, thank you, etc., in Tagalog goes a long way here 
and people will appreciate you for it.’ 

‘I tried to do that when I first came here, and these lads took the piss 
out of my pronunciation.’ 

“Well, you need to learn. When you go into the coffee shop in the 
morning, say to the barista “magandang umaga,” good morning, or learn 
how to point with your lips, or use your eyebrows to say “yes,” but you 
don’t have to! 

‘Lastly, above all, avoid being miserable! These people are some of 
the friendliest you are ever likely to come across. And the best way is to 
make them like you is to smile, or laugh, and get on their good side. Life 
is much simpler here, so get into that mode of thinking. No matter how 
frustrated you get, a simple smile goes a long way.’ 

Trev finished his drink and smacked his lips, then smiled at me. 

I was wondering what the point of his monologue was when I 
doubted if he had kept to even half of what he said. He was drinking out 
of a bottle himself: that in itself nullified a certain percentage. 

I pondered. ‘You forgot one thing, something you cannot avoid.’ 

“What’s that?’ he asked, crooking his head at me. 

“You cannot avoid bugs.’ 

‘Fucking bugs. True, the fucking critters get everywhere. Bloody, 
pesky little mites. I hate them.’ 

‘I can’t stand them. There was one in my room. It had the audacity to 
start crawling up my wall right in front of me. I thought, “How dare 
you!” and whacked it with my flip-flop. I told it, “I pay for this room. 
You don’t.” And threw the fucker in the bin.’ 

‘Exactly. No, I don’t know what it is about this country, but they get 
everywhere. You see cockroaches in the bathroom, in the kitchen, on the 
roads, and every time I see one, I just want to kill it. When I first came 
here, I got talking to this old guy from Canada and he said, “If you kill a 
cockroach, expect a thousand to come after you.” I don’t know if he was 
being serious, but I don’t think killing one would make any difference. 
You would need a fucking exterminator to kill as many as possible, wipe 
them out, obliterate them. Or get a flamethrower, like that guy did in 
America when he had a big problem with termites. They were eating the 
timbers of his house, so he got out this flamethrower and started blasting 
them. The silly fucker only set light to his house and caused $250,000 
worth of damage, didn’t he, the idiot.’ 

We had a good laugh over that. 
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‘Anyway, in my hotel room,’ he continued, ‘I’ve got this little lizard 
which comes in and cleans up the place, so I don’t see as many bugs as I 
used to.’ 

‘A lizard? I could do with one of those. Every time I open one of my 
drawers, bloody bugs come crawling out. It too makes me want to reach 
for a flamethrower and blast them all to hell.’ 

I was waiting for Trev to respond, thinking he might have found it 
amusing. After all we were both quite inebriated now, talking shit like 
drunken men do. But he wasn’t paying any attention to me. Instead, he 
was looking over my shoulder. I turned round to see what was so special. 

A big white guy had just walked in, possibly American, looking like 
money grew on trees in his backyard: he stank of it, for there was a 
distinct smell of money wafting from his direction. And behind him 
followed a trail of girls, looking like high-class hookers, or mistresses, or 
the type of girls you would only see in posh resorts, all Filipinas and all 
young. Most of them were carrying shopping bags, straight out of some 
designer boutiques, as if they had just been on a shopping spree, which 
no doubt this guy paid for. It was his harem, his kept women, who 
waltzed in like they owned the place, and walked straight past where we 
were sitting, not paying us the slightest bit of attention. We watched most 
of them go to the powder room whilst he stopped and talked to a 
colleague. I noticed, out of all of them, there was only one girl who did 
not have a shopping bag. She was wearing a flashy red dress, busy 
vaping like it was going out of fashion, doing it quiet deliberately 
knowing it was not permitted in here. As she stepped past us with her 
long legs, we couldn’t help noticing the narrow slit that went all the way 
up the side of her dress. 

‘Nice slit,’ Trev joked. 

I did not find it amusing at all. Jealousy had reared its ugly head. 
Once again, I was ashamed of my own impecunity. 

I turned back to face Trev and finished off my bottle. He shrugged in 
his loose-fitting T-shirt, as if to say, ‘Oh well, forget it. We can’t all be 
winners,’ or something like that. 

‘Never mind, Joe,’ he started to comfort me, ‘when I win on the 
fucking lottery, you and I, we can have all the girls we want.’ 

He sat back and smiled, believing someday that would come true. 

‘I wish,’ I murmured, staring into my empty bottle. 

It reflected how I felt inside. 
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Over the next few days, I saw very little of Trev. He had been doing 
some internet dating and apparently found a Filipina called Sarah whom 
he described as ‘the girl of his dreams’. They had been texting each other 
every day, sometimes dozens of times. Her English was remarkably good 
for someone who lived out in the sticks. It got to the point where she was 
inviting him to her place as she wanted to meet him in the flesh. It was 
an invitation he would be a fool to refuse. He couldn’t wait to pay her a 
visit. I was pleased for him as it meant he might settle down with her and 
then think about his options, knowing he was getting low on cash. He 
might even be brave enough to move in with her, set up a home and find 
some manual work, preferably getting paid cash in hand, which would go 
some way towards solving his precarious circumstances. Whilst he was 
away, I took it as an opportunity to get out of this part of Makati for a 
couple of days and decided to head south. 

It would make a change. 

It was not that I was bored of Makati; I just wanted to do something 
different. As the expats living in the city are often fond of saying: ‘When 
a man is tired of Makati, he is tired of life,’ obviously based on the 
famous dictum of Samuel Johnson about London. I felt the same way. 
You can never get bored of Makati because there’s always something 
happening here. I just wanted a change of scenery, now that I was alone. 

I found a cheap room in a hostel not far from the main road, Jose P. 
Risal Avenue, on one of the back streets. Again, on my way there, I was 
greeted with the familiar refrain, ‘Where you going?’ It came from some 
old guy sitting outside a rundown dwelling he called home. I just pointed 
at the sign straight in front of me and waved. 
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The room was on the second floor, or what back in England we would 
call the first, as Filipinos regard the ground floor as the first, the next as 
second, etc., just like the Americans. I was disappointed to discover it 
had no windows, maybe the reason why it was cheap, and regretted the 
idea of not being able to open a window to get some air in. I would have 
to rely on the ACU to provide me with some relief from the hot weather 
and claustrophobia. A bonus was the large TV installed on the wall. It 
was preloaded with Netflix which you didn’t have to pay for, although I 
was not really interested. I came here to get away from all that rubbish. I 
still wanted to discover the real Manila, and to one day find solace in a 
good companion I could relate to. 

Trev had been filling my head with the idea of coming across a rich 
Filipina, as if I could be a toyboy to some wealthy widow. I quite liked 
the notion, even if I was a bit too old for that, but where on earth was one 
expected to find such a rare, exotic creature? 

I thought I would try the Circuit Mall round the back of the hostel that 
led onto a rather spacious park down by the river. The mall had 5 floors 
of shops, restaurants, even a cinema. It was not exclusive, like Rockwell, 
but nevertheless it had enough variety to cater for all tastes. 

I loved just wandering around pretending to shop, the real purport of 
my excursions being to ‘bump’ into the right person at the right time. I 
was relying on serendipity, as I had always done, but bringing it into my 
favour by making sure I got out more. 

For three o’clock in the afternoon the mall was quite packed. There 
were kids running around, some having fun trying to dodge the jets of 
water coming from the indoor fountain, couples walking hand in hand, 
just milling around as if they had not only all afternoon but all eternity at 
their disposal. There were elderly widows carrying dogs in their arms 
that looked like well-pampered pets, probably their only companions, yet 
rarely did I see a solitary Filipina wandering around by herself, looking 
lost or in need of friendship. 

I decided to waste some time by going into the McDonald’s there, not 
that I was hungry; I just wanted to sit and look, watch the world go by. I 
soon entered a peculiar state of mind where nothing fazed me, nothing 
intrigued me, nothing amused me, a kind of somnambulistic ennui, 
where not even a pretty Filipina passing by could possibly rouse me. 

After an hour I grew listless. I shrugged off the inertia and wandered 
to the back of the mall, across the road, and into the park. It was 
relatively empty, very few people around, and the few that were there 
were mostly kids who kept to the shade provided by the trees, or the 
huge domed-shape building which passed for a stage, reminiscent of the 
Hollywood Bowl in an oblique way. I sprawled across the grass and let 
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my eyes drift up towards the heavens. It was a beautiful sunny day, not 
too hot, with only a few clouds in sight. It was perfect for letting the 
mind go, bordering on reverie, as one would do in a park in England on a 
sunny Sunday afternoon; not quite the beaches I had intended to visit, 
just quiet and tranquil, far removed from all the hubbub of the city streets 
of Makati, only a few hundred yards away. For a good hour or so I 
became lost in the silence, so relaxed I could feel myself drifting out and 
up towards the expansive sky: for the first time in ages, I was content, at 
peace with the world, my head feeling vacuous and light. 

The sound of giggling to my right soon brought me back down to 
earth. I opened my eyes to see three young girls still in uniform had 
taken refuge in the shade by a tree not far from me. For some reason they 
appeared to be amused by what I was doing. Then I realised I was the 
only one lying on the grass in the sun. It made me acutely self-conscious. 
I simply smiled at them, stood up, and wandered back to my room as 
nothing seemed to be happening today. 

In the evening I got dressed into a pair of jeans, white trainers and 
white top, the latter designed to show off my tan to better effect. I was 
keen to visit a bistro bar down the road which was advertising live bands. 
There was one playing every night and I thought it might be interesting. I 
dreaded going in there alone; I was so used to walking into strange bars 
with Trev I never found it daunting. When I got there, I needn’t have 
worried. The staff made me feel very welcome and offered me a stool by 
the bar and were quite happy to serve me. 

I was the only white person there. Was that a good thing or a bad 
thing? I did not know. After a couple of beers, I no longer cared. I was 
watching a band, possibly from the local area, as they seemed to know 
everyone else here. They were doing covers of popular songs, mostly 
British or American, and did them rather well, with members of the 
audience getting up onstage singing to their favourite songs. When they 
finished, they would get a big round of applause, mostly from their 
friends, and go back to their tables, with a well-deserved pat on the back. 

After a couple of more beers, I was growing fatigued. It had been a 
long day; I must have walked miles. I got off my stool to go over to the 
till and pay my bill. Like some bars in Makati, you pay at the end of the 
night. It is an American idea I always deplored as you never knew if you 
were going to get ripped off or not. Just as I was digging into my wallet, 
I saw a troupe of girls descend from the room upstairs. They reminded 
me of the girls we had seen that night, the harem belonging to the 
American guy, because they were all done up in the same fashion. It 
stood in stark contrast to the other clientele patronising the place who 
were wearing old denims, T-shirts, loose tops, and slacks. These looked 
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like high-class hookers. They were all fit, all young, and all out of the 
door by the time I paid my bill. 

‘Salamat po,’ I thanked the cashier and gave him a tip. 

The guy on the door opened it for me and let me out. As soon as I was 
outside the first thing I did was to look up and down the street, expecting 
to see the girls. Mysteriously they had vanished. Or had I imagined it? 
How could they disappear so quickly? I shook my head in disbelief. If I 
was right and they were hookers, I could not afford them anyway. Forget 
it. I headed back to the hostel alone. 

The next day I was exploring the back streets, still looking for that 
something, although I was uncertain what it was. The only thing I knew 
was that I had still not found what I was looking for, and I wondered 
whether I would find it at all. It even got to the point where I was also 
wondering why I had come all the way here, when everything was so 
ambiguous and vague in my head. I was still leaving my options open 
hoping to find someone I could really connect with, to help fill that void 
space I felt inside, a feeling I now had for many years. Was it lack of 
love or something far greater? Why is it that we feel so unfilled in our 
lives when we can have a perfect job, a perfect partner, a perfect home, 
and yet still deep down we are aware something is missing, and thus 
remain unsatisfied and unfulfilled? 

I was walking around aimlessly looking for that elusive part of my 
life when I came across a Filipina in a loose white top and jeans. She was 
holding a baby, probably no older than about a year and a half, cradling it 
in her arms, and looked like the perfect specimen of mother and child, 
the Mary-archetype. It made me smile. Surprisingly she smiled back. I 
stopped in my tracks. Was it an inviting smile? Did she want to get to 
know me? Or was it because I was a stranger here and she didn’t see that 
many white folks in these parts? 

I decided to hedge my bets and go over to where she was standing, on 
a narrow strip of pavement in the shade. She stood before a small non- 
descript dwelling which was presumably her home. 

‘Magandang umaga,’ I pronounced as best as I could. 

She smiled, letting out a light titter. ‘Magandang umaga,’ she replied, 
then started rocking her baby in her arms, swinging it back and forth 
gently. It was sound asleep. 

‘A lovely child you have there.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘How old is he?’ 

‘He’s nearly two.’ 

‘I thought so. What’s his name?’ 

‘Joey.’ 
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‘Really? That’s almost the same as mine. My name is Joe.’ 

She let out another light laugh, not sure if I was being serious. 

‘No, honestly, it’s Joe.’ 

‘Joe?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Where are you from, Joe?’ 

When she asked me that she seemed to perk up as if there was now 
genuine interest. And as I stepped closer, I could see she had a fine set of 
braces on her top teeth, strange I thought, since she must be at least 25. 
Isn’t that too old to be wearing braces, I pondered. 

‘I’m from England.’ 

She nodded, taking in the information. ‘So, you’re name’s Joe and 
you’re from England.’ 

“Yes, that’s right.’ 

‘Hello, Joe.’ 

‘Hello po.’ 

She laughed again. ‘It’s Anne. How long you here for, Joe?’ 

‘I’m not sure. I’ve been here nearly three weeks now. I’ve got a week 
left on my visa. I may renew it, or I may go back home.’ 

‘Don’t you like it here in Manila?’ 

‘T love it, but it’s not as cheap as I thought it would be. Everyone says 
the cost of living is about 50 percent cheaper. I disagree. I would say 
only certain things, like drink for example.’ 

“You like to drink?’ 

‘T love to drink. Don’t you?’ 

‘Maybe.’ 

‘I thought all Filipinos loved to drink; it’s in their blood, so to speak.’ 

‘So to speak,’ she repeated with a laugh. 

“Yes, it’s an old expression.’ 

‘Expression,’ she repeated again as if trying to pronounce it the same 
way as me. 

“You talk posh, Joe.’ 

‘Maybe I do.’ 

‘T like to drink but only in the evening with my husband.’ 

‘So where is he now? At work?’ 

She nodded and looked down at her baby. Its eyes flicked open and 
looked upon the world with that innocence only a small child can have. 

‘It’s feeding time. Would you like a drink? I’ve water in the cooler.’ 

I thought twice about accepting, and before I could answer she had 
already opened the door and was leading me in. 

Her place could only be described as cramped. There wasn’t much 
space for anything. A cooler, or fridge, stood in the corner next to an 
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open sink with a hot plate beside it, this passed for her kitchen. There 
was no settee, only a couple of plastic chairs and a big mattress in the 
corner which must be the bed for the whole family. Clothes, like jeans 
and T-shirts, hung along the wall from a rail at the top, and a table on the 
side was piled high with dishes that had yet to be washed. 

‘Sit down,’ she urged me, pulling out a plastic chair. 

Why does everyone have these chairs? They’re not exactly the most 
comfortable things you can sit on. After an hour you get a numb bum. Is 
it because they are cheap, something you’d find in junk shops, and look 
like they are about to be thrown out? 

I sat down and rested my arm on the table next to me, unsure why I 
was here. What would happen if her husband were to suddenly return 
home? Would he find it objectionable that a strange man was sitting in 
his room, possibly in this, his very chair? 

‘It’s okay. My husband won’t be back till this evening. Trust me.’ 

She must have been reading my mind, or my body language, as I was 
sitting too self-consciously, acutely aware I should not really be here. 

‘There you go,’ she said, handing me a tall glass of water. 

It was ice cold and refreshing. I thanked her. 

‘So, what does your husband do?’ 

‘He’s a driver. He drives a jeepney.’ 

Instinctively I shook my head. I don’t know why. 

‘Don’t you like jeepneys?’ 

‘Not at 6 o’clock in the morning. They wake me up. They’re so loud.’ 

She laughed. ‘Ha! They’re meant to be, that’s why they are called 
jeepneys,’ and laughed again. 

I had a better name for them. 

‘So, what route does he do?’ 

Just as I asked that question, she placed her baby on her lap, facing 
her, and pulled out her right breast, and gave it to him to suck, as if it was 
perfectly normal to breast-feed in front of a complete stranger. 

I tried not to look, honest. 

I pretended to fix my eyes elsewhere on something other than this 
gorgeous young woman breast-feeding her child. 

‘Guadeloupe to La Guinto. He does it about twenty times a day.’ 

At first, I wasn’t quite sure what she meant. ‘Oh, of course, they do a 
round trip, going back and forth, don’t they?’ 

She nodded her head and looked down at the baby in her lap, with 
that concern a mother has for her child. It was sucking away, blissfully 
ignorant, its eyes closed. 

Again, I tried not to look. 

“So how long has he been doing that?’ 
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‘Just before Joey was born. He didn’t have a proper job then, and with 
a family on the way he needed to find full-time employment.’ 

‘I thought all the drivers were self-employed.’ 

‘Most of them are, so is Jamie.’ 

“Your husband?’ She nodded. ‘And does he make quite a bit from it?’ 

She nodded again. ‘He brings home 4,000 pesos a day. But it is a long 
day. He starts at six in the morning and finishes at six in the evening.’ 

‘That is a long day, but much better than average pay. Some people 
work 12 hours a day and only earn about 500 pesos.’ 

‘Yes,’ she agreed, ‘and when he comes to retire, in a few years’ time, 
we are going to move out of here and find somewhere better to live, like 
out in the provinces.’ 

‘That’s where everyone seems to be heading these days. Either there 
or abroad. I heard the other day that something like 5,000 Filipinos are 
leaving every day, which I found surprising considering the Philippines 
is supposed to be the cheapest paradise on earth.’ 

‘It maybe. I know a lot of friends who are leaving simply because 
they can make better money abroad. The wages here are not good, and 
what money you make does not buy much, as you can see,’ she said, now 
gesturing to the room and their belongings. ‘Also, I don’t like it here.’ 

‘Why? What’s wrong with here?’ 

‘It’s not like how it used to be. Too many tourists now.’ 

“You mean too many white folks like me?’ 

“Yes. I have nothing against you, as I know I need to improve my 
English, and some have helped me enormity ...’ 

‘Enormously.’ 

‘Thanks. Yes, enormously, so I can travel and go wherever I want.’ 

“You won’t be able to do much now that you have a child.’ 

‘IT mean later, when my husband retires.’ 

‘Oh, I see.’ 

The baby had finished feeding and she was about to put her breast 
back when she came out with a ridiculous question: 

‘Is there anything you would like to eat?’ 

I was tempted to joke about having a nibble but dismissed it as I did 
not think it was appropriate, and it was one of those situations where it 
was unclear where the boundaries lay. Propriety had to be upheld so I 
just said, ‘No, thanks.’ 

Then little Joey started crying and was waving his petite hands all 
over the place and banging his tiny feet. 

‘Okay, Joey, okay,’ she tried to reassure him. 

I watched with fascination as she was about to pull out her left breast. 
The child automatically snatched it before it had barely left its bra cup 
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and clutched it to his mouth, as if he had every right to have it whenever 
he wanted. Instant gratification seemed to be the order of the day. 

‘He’s very demanding,’ I remarked. 

She simply shrugged at me, busy with her baby. I decided that was a 
good time to quit. Besides, seeing the kid feeding made me realise how 
hungry I was, and I wanted to stop off at McDonald’s on the way home, 
get a bite to eat. I could also do with sucking on something, preferably 
ice cold, like a refreshing Coke. 

I bid Anne adieu and let myself out, still not sure why she invited me 
in. There was no hint of sex, or any promise of it. Perhaps she was lonely 
and wanted somebody to talk to. Either way it was all perfectly innocent, 
and I ignored the scrutinising eyes that stared at me as I left her property. 

In the evening I was tempted to go out again, to head back to the 
bistro to see if this time I could ascend the stairs and find the room where 
all those girls materialised from, still not sure if they were wraiths of my 
lonely imagination. I dismissed it as I was feeling lethargic. Besides, 
Trev had been in touch. We were now messaging each other every day. 
He was telling me he had a slight disagreement with his woman and was 
thinking of heading back to Makati. Where was I? I told him I only had 
one more night here and that I would probably go back there tomorrow. I 
had found a cheap hostel on the main road, Makati Avenue, not even 
sure where it was, but I must have passed it on many occasions as I had 
been down the entire length of the road God-knows how many times. I 
estimated it was almost opposite the Bazaar, one of my favourite haunts 
in that part of the city. 

I spent the rest of the night watching Netflix, sorting out my finances 
and texting friends and family at home, telling them I was missing them 
but glad to get away for a while. I was enjoying it here. 

Then bed, knowing tomorrow it would be time to move on, again. 
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I packed my bags, checked for the last time I had left nothing behind, 
even ensuring the sheets showed no tell-tale signs of any concupiscence. 
Why should there be? The only person I had any contact with here was 
Anne, and there was nothing sexually implied in that connection at all. 
Being part of the Reddoorz group, I thought I had better check. 

In the lobby I was greeted by the smiling face of a young Filipina 
behind the desk. She thanked me for staying, got the bellboy to check the 
room (and presumably the sheets), and gave me my deposit back in cash, 
and I promptly walked out the door with about 8,000 pesos in my wallet. 
I hadn’t spent that much, having only been here for a couple of days, and 
the next hostel was within walking distance, saving me a taxi fare, for 
which no doubt I would have to pay extra, being a foreigner. 

The sun was shining as well, luckily not too hot. I put my shades on 
and made my way back up Jose P. Rizal, a long straight road which leads 
up north past Makati Avenue, all the way to Guadeloupe, and possibly 
the same route Anne’s husband took each day. I had plenty of time, so I 
stopped off at the small, seated area next to Rizal’s statue. There was no 
point rushing it. As usual I had to get out of the old hostel by 11.00, yet I 
now had till 3.00 to move into the new one. The plan was to make my 
way there slowly, get to my next hostel at about 12, dropping off my 
bags, then going to get something to eat for lunch, possibly from Burger 
King down the other end of Makati Avenue. After that I wasn’t sure what 
I would be doing. Trev was still away. Apparently, he had fallen out with 
Sarah, then made up, but the reconciliation, he assured me, was only 
temporary. His plan was to come back tomorrow evening. Then we could 
hook up and have a few drinks like old times. 
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That was the plan. Yet sometimes fate has other things in store for us 
for which we have no premonition, so have little control over. And one 
little incident can take a turn for the worse, sometimes having drastic 
consequences. 

After 15 minutes of sitting there, looking at the gormless face of Mr 
Rizal, wondering why on earth he was being celebrated in such an 
elaborate fashion (I did some checking on my phone and a quick Google 
search revealed he was a polymath, a writer, an intellectual, an artist, 
who was instrumental in the Philippines struggle for independence and 
was later executed for it) and seeing across the street was another 7 
Eleven, I was somewhat tempted to go over there for a hot dog as I was 
already feeling peckish. I rejected the idea and decided to save my 
money for lunch instead and moved on. 

I continued trudging back up the road, the backpack feeling heavier 
than usual, even though I had bought nothing extra. I was still wearing 
the same clothes I had brought over from England and in no particular 
hurry to replace any of them—at least not yet. If I was to come across 
some money later, I would treat myself to a new pair of jeans and 
sandals. I was even thinking of looking for a job. I had one more week 
left to decide if I was staying here or moving on. Trev informed me there 
were plenty of jobs in Makati if you knew where to look. I figured if I 
could get one that paid cash, where you didn’t have tax deductions, and 
where, through some legal loophole, you could work here on a tourist 
visa, then I could make Makati my home for the next few months, save 
up a fair amount of money, before going on elsewhere, like Thailand or 
Vietnam, both of which were said to be much cheaper. 

All these musings came to an abrupt halt when I realised I was now 
on Makati Avenue, about a hundred yards down, and had no idea where 
my new hostel was, thinking it was on the corner of the third street on the 
avenue. Yet I didn’t see any signs for it on my travels. I wasn’t aware of 
it, but in my musing I had walked straight past the hostel. 

This was a mistake that although not fatal, it would prove a turning 
point in my life. 

“Where you going?’ 

I heard that dog-eared question coming from a woman sitting on a 
low wall next to the corner of a street, the same street I thought my hostel 
was supposed to be. She looked like a quaint old lady, her dark hair 
bordering on grey, at least in her sixties, and wearing a long loose dress. 
She could have been anyone’s old aunt. Not only was she a Filipina, she 
was a seasoned one who had been round the block a few times; her 
weary but kind face told me that much. Sitting next to her was a younger 
Filipina, for whom I felt an immediate attraction. This one was in her 
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twenties, petite, sporting long dark hair that draped over her shoulders, 
held in place by her sunglasses which she wore like a headband. She had 
a roundish face with two of the most beautiful eyes I had come across, 
dark but seeming to be lit up from within. She gave me a big smile, her 
eyes looking directly into mine, further proof that these girls are not shy, 
not how expats keep trying to make out. She was fit, dressed in a light 
purple T-shirt, close fitting so it emphasised her ample breasts, not large, 
but noticeable, and was also wearing a pair of worn jeans and white 
trainers. Next to her was a slightly older woman with long brown hair 
who looked like your average next-door-housewife, slightly frumpy, 
nothing special, if not ordinary, and not the sort I’d be interested in. I 
dismissed her quickly and looked to the last person beside them, a 
Filipino who was standing at the end as there was no more room on the 
wall. I figured quickly he was in his thirties. Observing him more 
closely, I was immediately reminded of an old schoolfriend we called 
Ratty, for he had the same kind of face; too many teeth for one mouth, 
like a rodent. This became apparent when he opened his lips to take a 
toke of his cigarette. His beady eyes scrutinised me closely as I stood 
there facing all four of them. My eyes went back to the lovely creature 
sitting in the middle of them. Automatically I felt myself drawn towards 
her. She looked up at me and smiled, again. 

I smiled back. It would prove to be another near-fatal mistake. 

‘I’m going there,’ I told them, pointing to the building on the corner. 

They all looked at the empty building behind them, then back to me 
quizzically. 

‘Oh, sorry,’ I apologised, feeling an idiot. ‘I thought it was a hostel.’ 

‘No,’ said the old woman, ‘that’s not a hostel. It used to be a hotel. It 
has been vacant for many years now.’ 

I was confused, trying to not look at the young girl who couldn’t take 
her eyes off me. 

I pulled out my phone. The old woman and man came over. ‘It’s 
called Abraham Manila,’ I told them, showing them a copy of the invoice 
on my phone. 

‘No, not Abraham,’ the guy replied and went round the corner and 
demonstrated to me it was empty. 

Then I opened my map app and enlarged it to show them it was listed 
there as Zula Hostel, on the corner of P. Guarzon. The young girl got to 
her feet and excitedly grabbed my phone and headed back down the way 
I came. 

‘That’s it there,’ she shouted, pointing to a nondescript white building 
which had no sign up, apart from some lettering on the side wall which 
would only be visible at night. 
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‘Ah, right. I must have walked straight past it.’ 

The girl gave me back my phone and smiled again. Then I noticed 
how tight her jeans were. She was very fit indeed, with a tidy little arse 
for a small girl. 

‘Thanks.’ 

“You staying there?’ the old woman asked. 

“Yes, just for a few days,’ I answered her, my eyes averting to the 
face of the pretty girl again. 

‘This is Marie,’ the old woman told me, seeing I was looking at her. 

‘Hello, Marie. Nice name.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘It’s Marie’s birthday today. We’re going to the shops to buy her a 
present.’ 

‘Really?’ 

Marie nodded, like an impish little girl, whose head was probably 
now filling with dirty thoughts, just as mine was. 

‘And how old are you today?’ I asked in a fatherly fashion. 

‘She’s 24, aren’t you?’ the old woman replied for her. ‘Why? Do you 
like? Perhaps you could take her out for a drink later.’ 

‘I would love to. There’s a great place across the road,’ I replied, 
pointing to the Bazaar. ‘It’s cheap and they serve some good food there.’ 

“Well, why don’t you take her there this evening. You two can have a 
drink, get to know each other better.’ 

If this was her mother, I could be forgiven for thinking she was trying 
to pimp her daughter on to me, for she was making out how Marie was 
available; I could have her if I wished. At what price though? But one 
look at this street urchin told me she was not the innocent type. This girl 
knew her way around men, knew how to get what she wanted out of 
them, yet loved playing the naive waif, till of course she was in a very 
advantageous position; she would then exploit her sexuality to the full; 
any man foolish enough to fall for her would soon be succumbing to her 
seductive, treacherous charms. I quite liked the idea. And it certainly 
emboldened me to pursue that course further, especially if there was 
anything worth possessing. 

“You would like that, wouldn’t you, Marie?’ the old woman asked. 

Marie nodded. ‘Yes.’ 

She beamed at me again, and I was smitten. 

‘Okay, why not. I’ve got nothing else on for tonight.’ 

‘Good. And what you doing now?’ 

‘Not a lot. I’m just going to drop my bags off there, then I’ll go and 
get something to eat.’ 

‘Well, then, why don’t you come with us? We’re going to do some 
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shopping and we’ll have a meal whilst we’re there.’ 

“Where are you going?’ I asked, intrigued. 

‘Just up the road,’ the old lady replied pointing to the other end of the 
avenue, the direction I was intending to take anyway. 

“Yes, come with us,’ said the younger woman. 

I looked at the man. He just stubbed out his cigarette and nodded. 

Then back to Marie. I wanted her there and then. 

‘Okay, why not. I’ll go and drop my bags off and come back.’ 

This was an ill-conceived decision on my part, one I would come to 
regret. But sometimes lust rules your head, and you end up doing things 
you shouldn’t be doing. All logic flies out the window. 

“Yes, you do that,’ the old woman said. ‘Go, drop off your bags and 
we’ ll go shopping together. See if we can find something suitable for our 
little Marie here.’ 

‘I won’t be a minute,’ I shouted back and turned round and made my 
way to the hostel, checking over my shoulder to see if they were still 
standing there. They were. 

Being presumptuous and head strong, I figured they were okay. What 
else could I do? I had over two and a half hours to kill before I could 
move into my room. Going with these nice people would be something 
to do during the interim. Or so I thought. 

I dropped my bags off at the desk, explained to the young girl that I 
would be back later to sign in, making sure I had everything I needed for 
a good time, with my money belt safely secured around my waist, 
containing my wallet and my passport (two things I could not afford to 
lose) and headed back out the door to join them. 

The women smiled at me. I noticed the man didn’t. 

The old woman said, ‘Come on, let’s go.’ 

They started heading back the same way I came. 

Confused, I asked: ‘I thought we were going shopping that way?’ 

“We are. We’re going up the road to a place where they have a few 
market stalls. We can have a good look around there, first.’ 

‘Oh, I see,’ I responded, not really listening. 

I had the cutest little girl walking along next to me. My mind was 
fixed on her. 

‘So, what’s your name?’ she asked me, half-excited. 

‘Joe. ’'m from the U.K.’ 

‘This is my grandmother, Cherie. She’s 66 years old.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘And this is my half-sister, Jane.’ 

I looked at the slightly older woman who was tagging along behind 
us. Plain Jane indeed. 
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‘And that’s her boyfriend.’ 

‘Oh,’ I replied, not really interested in the man taking up the rear. 

We walked to the junction, took a right onto Jose P. Rizal and waited 
on the corner. Within a minute a Loud Wet Fart turned up. 

‘Have you been on one of these before?’ her grandmother asked me. 

‘No, I haven’t.’ 

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to either. 

They all hopped on, with me reluctantly climbing onboard, last. 
Marie, who was treating it like this was all some big game, budged up on 
the already packed seats to make room for me. She was sitting to my 
right, her jeans pressed up tight against my shorts. Cherie took a seat 
directly opposite us, with the others on the end. 

‘They’re called jeepneys,’ the grandmother started to explain. She got 
out some change and handed it to the person sitting next to her, who 
passed it along to the driver. 

I noticed the beady eyes of the driver. He could see everything going 
on behind him reflected in the long slim mirror above his windscreen. 
His hand came out like a crane and took the money which he counted as 
he drove, then threw it in the tray before him. A sign above him read: 
‘Minimum fare 12 pesos.’ Not bad, I thought, as for that amount you 
could travel a good mile or so. 

‘No,’ I began, ‘let me pay for myself and Marie.’ 

‘No, Joe,’ the grandmother replied, ‘I’ve already paid. Besides, this is 
Marie’s birthday. We’ll treat her now. You can treat her later,’ she 
uttered with a lascivious look. 

I looked at Marie who smiled back. The jeepney stopped. Another 
passenger got onboard. I squeezed further up to make room, as did Marie 
who was now practically sitting on my lap. The guy, who was big, a pale 
white, with dark hair, took up a lot of space, making it uncomfortable for 
all of us on this side. I think he was a Filipino. I couldn’t quite make out. 
As the grandmother began talking, I noticed he didn’t take his eyes off 
me, looking at me in a strange way as if intrigued by what was going on. 
This was a jolly, simple as that. What was his problem? I ignored him. It 
was the first time I had been on one of these and I was enjoying it. 

“Yes, they are based on the old jeeps the Americans left behind after 
the war,’ she began, in almost perfect English. “They sold us thousands, 
very cheap, and we used them at first as ordinary jeeps, then later 
modified them into useful transport vehicles.’ 

“Yes, I know,’ I told her. ‘You extended the wheelbase so as to be 
able to accommodate passengers.’ 

“Yes, that’s right. But not many people know we made considerable 
modifications, far different from what they were back then. This one, for 
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example, is the modern design, with very little of the original jeep left, 
except maybe the hood.’ 

‘And the engine.’ 

“Yes, I think the engine is still the same, although it may have been 
adapted to have more horsepower. It would need to in order to pull more 
weight.’ 

“Well, they must have done something to it because the old jeeps 
never made a noise like this.’ 

‘Don’t you like our jeepneys?’ Marie asked. 

‘No, I think they’re fine. A good example of the East accommodating 
the West, and now have become an icon of the Philippines.’ 

“Yes,’ agreed the grandmother. ‘They truly represent how far we have 
come over the last 70 years.’ 

I was about to joke that was when she must have been born, just as 
the thing pulled up and came to an abrupt halt. Two tall lads got onboard 
who were of a much darker skin than I had seen before. 

‘Don’t mind them,’ she said, seeing me giving them a good looking 
over. ‘They are the Negritos of the Philippines. There are quite a few 
living here. I think it has been estimated they make up around 2% of the 
ethnic races of the Philippines.’ 

I found that last statement rather remarkable, not for the amount of 
information she seemed to possess, but the way she distanced herself 
from the other natives. 

‘Oh, I see.’ 

As I watched the pair, I became intrigued. They weren’t trying to sit 
down; they were more interested in giving out little envelopes. One was 
placed on my lap. I had a quick glance at it and could see there was 
something written on it in Tagalog. Before I could pick it up, Marie 
snatched it out of my lap, screwed it up and threw it on the floor. 

‘Ignore them,’ she said. 

They were asking for donations. People were expected to contribute a 
few pesos to each envelope and seal it. I’m not sure how many were 
filled, but certainly less than half. The two lads got off at the next stop. 

‘Never seen them before?’ the grandmother asked. 

‘No, I haven’t. Very strange.’ 

“You’ll see more of them out in the provinces if you go there.’ 

The Loud Wet Fart chugged along by the river. I looked over Cherie’s 
shoulder and could make out a remarkable looking building on the other 
side which seemed to be in stark contrast to all the others around it. The 
shape could only be described as a long oval, or lozenge, with a huge 
glass front that afforded a spectacular view of the river, backed by some 
tall towers behind it. 
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‘That’s the Novotel,’ Cherie informed me, seeing what I was looking 
at. ‘It’s a condominium.’ 

‘Oh, I see.’ 

‘And that peculiar looking building is a gymnasium.’ 

The gymnasium reminded me of a set from some old 1970’s sci-fi 
movie. You could imagine it being a perfect home on the moon, a lunar 
base, squatting down in the centre of a crater. I made a mental note to 
walk up this way the next day, get a closer look and take a few photos. 

For some reason the grandmother went silent, her hands resting on the 
top of her handbag, her eyes wandering all over the place. I looked at 
Marie who was also quiet. She grinned at me. I grinned back, quite 
happy just to sit there in the silence for the next few minutes. 

The vehicle headed up past the bridge, along by the river, and wound 
its way up a small hill, then stopped just down from a market. 

“We’re here,’ Cherie announced, getting to her feet as the vehicle 
pulled up. 

I stood up and immediately banged my head on the low ceiling, quite 
forgetting to crouch down. Marie laughed and I pretended it didn’t hurt, 
well, not that much. 

We clambered off the Loud Wet Fart and headed up the road till we 
were thronged by people milling all around us. I stopped to take in my 
surroundings. We seemed to be in the middle of a marketplace with stalls 
and roads going off at various angles. It was a busy Saturday afternoon. 
Everyone seemed to be out shopping. 

“Where are we?’ I asked Cherie. 

‘Guadeloupe. You never been here before?’ 

‘No, I haven’t.’ 

It was the truth. I hadn’t and had no real idea of where we were, 
except it was somewhere north of Makati. 

“We should be able to find something for Marie here.’ 

“What does she want?’ I asked. 

Marie just shrugged and smiled at me. I know what she wants, I was 
thinking, in the back of my mind. If we were alone, I would be giving it 
to her without delay. 

“We’ll get something to eat first.’ 

‘Good,’ I responded as I was bloody starving by now. 

Annoyingly, we walked past a Burger King and a McDonald’s on the 
corner, the only food I found I could safely eat without any repercussions 
the next day. I was tempted to go inside. 

‘Oh no, you don’t want to go in there,’ Cherie dismissed the idea 
from my mind. ‘You’re in Manila, you must try some of our food.’ 

‘Don’t you like our food?’ Marie asked, sidling up to me as we 
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ascended a small slope. 

‘Some of it is okay. I must admit I haven’t really tried much.’ 

‘Oh, you must,’ said Plain Jane. ‘Where are you from?’ 

‘England.’ 

‘Don’t you eat rice there?’ she asked. 

Oh God, here we go again. ‘Yes, we do eat rice, not as much as you.’ 

‘What’s your favourite dish?’ 

I had to think about it. I had no definite answer. ‘None, really. I do 
like some foreign foods. We eat a lot of it in the U.K., like pasta, pizza, 
lasagne, moussaka, souffle, crepe suzette, quiche lorraine, Indian curries, 
Chinese dishes, as well as a lot of traditional English ones like fish and 
chips, Sunday Roast, bangers and mash, toad in the hole, Yorkshire 
pudding, that kind of thing.’ 

I was trying to impress them, to show that I did have a modicum of 
knowledge when it came to some cuisines, when I noticed a lot of the 
vendors in the market stalls were looking at us—or rather at me—as we 
walked past them. The way they were looking suggested something 
nefarious was going on, as if to say, ‘Who are you? How do you know 
them?’ Or more worryingly, ‘What are you doing with those people?’ 

I ignored them, thinking they were just being nosy, yet one woman 
seemed to show genuine concern. I don’t know why. I thought these 
people were harmless, so I ignored her as well. I was enjoying this little 
outing: it had to be better than hanging round Makati by myself whilst 
waiting for my bloody bed to be ready. Anyway, what could possibly go 
wrong? Of course, much later, I should have heeded the subtle warnings. 
These things only become apparent in hindsight. When one is enjoying 
oneself, one never notices anything until it is too late, and by then the 
trap has been set. 

We hit some of the food stalls, most of them selling items you take 
home to cook, not something which we could eat here and now. The 
grandmother asked one lady behind a counter something in Tagalog. 

A man then came out and stood in the middle of the narrow back 
street and pointed up the road. Cherie pointed as well, as if to say, ‘Do 
you mean up there?’ 

He nodded. 

‘Come on,’ she said, urging us on. “There’s a nice little cafe up there 
where we can eat outside.’ 

When she said cafe, I don’t know why, but an image straight out of 
Paris popped into my head. I could see people sitting outside on the 
pavement of some boulevard, on comfortable wooden chairs, with clean 
fresh, white tablecloths covering the tables, waiters dressed immaculately 
in vests and bow ties, all spick and span, serving up sumptuous meals on 
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silver trays, with a certain bonhomie in the air. 

How wrong was I. 

The sight that greeted me was very different indeed. It appeared to be 
no more than a kitchen opened out onto the back, serving dishes straight 
out of the oven, with a selection of food left out in open pans. 

‘Well?’ Cherie asked me impatiently. ‘What do you fancy?’ 

I took it all in, the rice, the meat in stew, the fried pork in batter, some 
skewered chunks of meat, etc., and suddenly lost my appetite. This is not 
what I really wanted. I was looking forward to a simple burger and fries, 
not ethnic foodstuffs I doubted I would relish much. 

‘Choose something,’ she nagged me. 

I was still in two minds. None of it looked particularly appetising and 
I had already been warned about buying food off the street vendors. I 
simply pointed at some rice and a small platter of pork and said that 
would do nicely. 

Then I went to reach for my wallet. 

‘No, no, this is our treat for Marie. You can buy her something later.’ 

‘Okay, if you insist.’ 

I looked to Marie who had already chosen her dish and was making 
herself comfortable on a plastic chair, next to a white plastic table, not 
that dissimilar from the ones in Bazaar, the only difference being this one 
did not slope at an angle. 

I sat down next to Marie who gave me that look again. Her grand- 
mother to the chair opposite to us with her back to the road. 

I looked around for the other two. As there was no more room on our 
table, they had taken one at the back and were sitting behind us. 

“So how do you like it here in Manila, Joe?’ the old woman asked to 
start the conversation whilst we waited to get served. 

‘T like it, yes.’ 

‘How long have you been here?’ Marie asked. 

‘About three weeks now. Still getting used to the place. Especially the 
jeepneys. They just do my head in.’ 

‘Marie doesn’t like it here. Do you, Marie?’ 

The girl with the friendly eyes shook her head and looked down. 

‘Oh, and why is that?’ I asked. 

‘She wants to go back to the provinces, don’t you?’ 

The bloody provinces again. 

‘That seems to be the choice of a lot of people who live around here. 
Where would you go?’ 

‘Bicol,’ the birthday girl replied. 

‘That’s where she’s from originally,’ her grandmother added, as if the 
girl couldn’t answer for herself. ‘Yes, that’s where she’s from, Bicol.’ 


147 


Part 2: The Occurrence 


“Where’s Bicol?’ 

‘It’s about 200 miles away, southeast of Manila. It takes a good ten 
hours by car.’ 

‘My, that is a long way.’ 

‘She misses it, don’t you, Marie? She has friends and family there.’ 

“You should try going over there sometime, Joe. You might like it,’ 
she suggested. 

‘I might just do that, as I don’t really have any plans for the future.’ 

‘So, you’re just travelling?’ her grandmother asked. 

“Yes, that’s right.’ 

She looked at me rather disapprovingly as if to suggest they get too 
many travellers here as it is. 

I was about to say something when a Filipina delivered our meals. I 
looked at mine unimpressed. Along with the four portions of meat there 
was an inverted mound of rice in the usual cup shape. Then I looked at 
Cherie. She was having fish. It had been lightly fried and lay there on her 
plate, still intact, with the eyes all ghostly white staring up at us, hardly 
inviting. This was also served with rice. Lastly, I looked at Marie. What 
she was having appeared to be soup in a large sized bowl with chunks of 
stewed meat and chopped up vegetables, all floating around. Surprisingly 
no rice. 

“What’s that?’ I asked her. 

‘That’s her favourite dish,’ her grandmother replied. ‘It’s called ...’ 

She gave it a name I couldn’t quite catch. Whatever it was, it didn’t 
sound or look particularly tasty, all water and no substance. I looked 
down at mine, glad about my choice, by comparison. 

I picked up my fork and started tucking in. 

‘No, you have to break up the rice first, then eat it with a piece of 
pork,’ Cherie pointed out. 

‘Oh, I see.’ 

I did just that. It did not taste too bad. 

‘It’s okay, yes?’ she asked. 

I nodded my approval. 

“You’re supposed to add some sauce,’ Marie told me, picking up a 
small cup, pouring its contents over the meat. “That will make it taste 
much better.’ 

I don’t know what she put on it, but one mouthful practically had me 
heaving. It looked like slime, thick and horrible. It tasted disgusting. I 
battled a few more bites, stuck to the plain ordinary rice and could not 
bring myself to finish the dish, pretending to be full. 

‘Good, yes?’ 

I nodded and pushed the plate aside, settling for a cold bottle of water 
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instead that came with the meal. I was desperately trying to get rid of the 
foul taste when the grandmother also pushed her plate aside. Not even 
half of the fish had been eaten. I was watching her, the way she cut into 
its body with her fork, then she would prong a tiny piece and put it to her 
lips. She would repeat this, and it seemed a rather laborious process, as if 
in no hurry to eat, or wasn’t she that hungry either? I never understood 
why we came here. Surely there were better spots to have a good meal. 
Likewise, Marie also pushed her plate aside, finished. Again, only half 
appeared to have been eaten. Why bother coming here at all if you 
weren’t hungry? 

‘I’ve had enough,’ she said. ‘I’d rather have a drink.’ 

‘Marie likes her drink, don’t you?’ 

The small girl sheepishly nodded and gave me a big smile. 

‘Okay, let’s go across the road,’ the old woman suggested. 

I was having second thoughts about this as I believed the plan was to 
come here so we could find something suitable for Marie’s birthday, not 
to get drunk. Besides, it was only 1.00 o’clock in the afternoon, far too 
early to be drinking, and I make it a rule not to drink early if I am going 
out in the evening, especially if I’m supposed to be taking little Fuck 
Rabbit out later. 

We crossed the narrow street and came to a small bar, what could 
only be described as a dive, judging by its external appearance. The 
crooked sign above the door gave its name as Lupin. I wasn’t expecting 
much as we walked in with Granny leading the way, the little girl in tow, 
followed by a bemused me, and the other two following. Upon entering, 
I wasn’t surprised either. The place didn’t impress me at all. It was basic, 
to say the least. Steel tube chairs and matching tables along both sides 
lined up against the walls which were painted a dark blue, without any 
attempt to make them look other than plain, and probably hadn’t seen a 
new coat for 20 odd years. At the far end was a small bar which seemed 
to be overcrowded with useless bric-a-brac, leaving little room for 
patrons to get served. To the right a doorway led off somewhere with one 
of those small swing doors that wouldn’t be out of place on a saloon in a 
Western. Presumably, by the smell coming from beyond, it led to the 
toilets. In three corners were mounted television screens, so I assumed 
they did karaoke here. 

As soon as we entered a little woman ran round from behind the bar 
and greeted us in Tagalog. I looked around thinking this was highly 
suspicious. Where’s everyone else? The place was empty apart from us. 
Then Granny arranged something with the barmaid. I was shown to a 
table, the one not far from the end wall next to the toilet. Marie came 
round and sat herself down next to me, making sure her leg was up 
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against mine, which I found fetching. Then Plain Jane sat down opposite 
her, whilst the rat of a boyfriend went outside and had a cigarette. Lastly, 
Cherie took a seat directly in front of me, plonking herself down with a 
cheesy grin. 

‘I love this place. I come here whenever I visit Guadeloupe. What do 
you think of it?’ 

I wasn’t sure what to say. I had a quick look around again, now 
noticing the lupines hanging over the doorway, that weren’t even real. 
I’m sure, from this distance, they were plastic, fake, like the rest of the 
place, gaudy and cheap, and old, as if they had been hanging there since 
the end of the last century, without even being cleaned. 

‘It’s okay, I guess.’ 

Then the barmaid came round with a bucket filled up with bottles. 

‘It works out cheaper if you buy a bucket,’ Granny informed me. 

‘Oh, well, look, let me contribute ...’ 

I was just about to pull out my wallet when she stopped me. 

‘No, no. No need, Joe. This is our treat.’ 

I don’t like other people paying for my drinks, especially when I 
don’t know them that well; I always feel obliged to chip in. One thing I 
have never been accused of is being a skinflint. I didn’t want to be on 
this occasion either. That was a fact, and although I was flattered by this 
family’s generosity, I found it somewhat irksome that I couldn’t do much 
about it. And I knew, also, that Filipinos are not the most generous of 
people: they work hard for a living and have a great value over all the 
money they earn, not tending to fritter it away. 

‘Later, you buy Marie a drink.’ 

‘Ah, of course.’ 

Then Marie pulled out a bottle of what turned out to be bloody Red 
Horse. At this time of the day, I was not sure if I could take it, still 
having a relatively empty stomach. 

“You have tried this?’ she asked. 

“Yes, a few times. Usually, we have it in a glass with some yelo.’ 

‘Good.’ 

As if by magic, the barmaid appeared with a tray of some ice, and 
clean glasses. She placed them in front of us and gave me a warm grin 
before scuttling back to the bar. 

Marie wasted no time in pouring a good amount into the glass before 
me, using the tongs to add a small chunk of ice. 

I thanked her and watched her fill her grandmother’s glass, then her 
own, which was only half full, and fished out a fresh bottle, topping her 
glass up, then one each for the other two. 

‘Cheers,’ we all shouted in unison and chinked glasses. 
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I had a small mouthful whilst watching Marie take a big gulp. Her 
grandmother just laughed. 

‘She’s been drinking since she was a child.’ 

‘Really? Then she’s had lots of practice. Like me.’ 

‘Do you drink?’ she asked me. 

“Yes, but not this stuff. Back in England we have pints of lager, bitter, 
stout or cider.’ 

‘Not Red Horse?’ 

‘No, they don’t have that in the U.K. This is purely a Philippines 
drink. But we do have San Miguel in bottles and cans.’ 

‘Which is your favourite?’ 

‘A cold glass of lager. You can’t beat it in the middle of the summer. 
The best experience you can have is cycling on your bike on a hot sunny 
day in the countryside, riding up and down the roads, going nowhere in 
particular, getting all hot and sweaty. Then after about two hours you 
come across a quaint old English pub. There’s nothing better than going 
to the bar, ordering a cold pint of lager, and sitting outside in the beer 
garden. That’s when you really appreciate a good drink. It’s the best 
thing in the world and so refreshing too.’ 

‘England gets hot?’ 

It was the first time Rat Face had asked me anything directly. 

“Yes. It does get hot in the summer. I mean, admittedly over there it’s 
only about 10 degrees right now, whereas here it’s about 28. It’s not all 
rain, snow, hail, sleet. We do get the occasional good weather, never as 
hot as here though.’ 

‘Don’t be silly,’ Cherie reproved the man. ‘Of course, it gets hot 
there. You get heatwaves, don’t you?’ she asked me. 

“Yes, occasionally. They don’t last long though. Only a few days, a 
week if we’re lucky.’ 

‘Is that why you came here, Joe?’ Marie asked. ‘For the hot weather?’ 

“Yes, that, and more. I wanted to come here to learn about the place, 
the people, the culture, to see it for myself. You know, back in the 1970’s 
there were loads of American films being made here, most of them 
horror films, on a strictly low budget. I remember there was one starring 
the American actor Tom Selleck,’ I paused thinking they must have 
heard of him; no sign of recognition so I continued, ‘who went on to star 
in the TV series Magnum, P.I.’ Again, no recognition. ‘Anyway, it was 
made in 1974 and set in and around Manila. It’s not a great film, but 
what impressed me, apart from the stunning scenery, was all the people 
in it were speaking English which I found strange, until I learned later 
that it is the national language of the Philippines. That’s why I made up 
my mind to come here.’ 
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‘Because we speak English?’ 

“Yes. I’m not very good with foreign languages. Never got on well 
with French at school. I thought if I could come to a foreign country 
where most people speak English, that would be a bonus.’ 

‘So, you don’t speak Tagalog?’ Plain Jane asked. 

I shook my head, finished my drink, Marie topped it up again. ‘No, 
apart from the few phrases I’ve picked up like salamt po, kaibigan, ...’ 

‘Mahal kita,’ Marie suggested. 

‘Oh, what does that mean?’ I asked. 

Cherie couldn’t wait to intervene. ‘It means, “I love you.””’ 

‘Really. ’l have to remember that,’ I replied with a grin. 

“Yes, but it’s not that simple here,’ she continued. ‘For a start, not all 
of us speak English.’ 

“Yes, I know. I found that out as soon as I arrived. But your English is 
pretty good.’ 

‘Thanks, that’s because after the Second World War ended a lot of 
Americans came back and took up residence here, and people on the 
main islands had to learn English in order to trade with the Americans. 
We were all taught it at school. In those days we had it drummed into us, 
and we had a lot of interaction with the English-speaking people when 
we were kids, so it became second nature to switch from one language to 
the other.’ 

“Yes, I’m very impressed how some of you can do that. It reminds me 
of this American hippy I bumped into in Crete once. He had been there 
for a few years and knew Greek well. We were standing at the bar one 
day and I asked him a question. He didn’t know the answer, so he asked 
the guy behind the bar in Greek, who answered, then translated it for me, 
without a moment’s hesitation, and continued doing that all afternoon. I 
was very impressed how he was able to do that, to flip back and forth 
from one tongue to the other.’ 

“Yes, I know what you mean. But I have been doing it all my life. 
Girls like Marie have no need for it as where she comes from there aren’t 
many foreigners, and in some places they all speak different dialects, so 
it’s not just Tagalog, it’s other tongues as well.’ 

‘Yes, I’ve heard about that. There are loads of different dialects, 
aren’t there?’ 

“Yes, about 170. But the eight major ones are Tagalog, Bikol, 
Cebuano, Hiligaynon, Hocano, Kapampangan, Pangasinan and Waray. 
The language that is taught all over the Philippines is Filipino, which is 
based on Tagalog, with English being the second.’ 

‘I see. One thing I find particularly fascinating is the number of 
English words you use when speaking Tagalog. For example, you say 
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6,000 in English. Is there no equivalent for amounts in Tagalog?’ 

‘No. We always use English for that as that is how it has been handed 
down to us, from generation to generation.’ 

‘It just seems strange to me how one minute you are speaking 
Tagalog, then I would hear a few English words, then back to Tagalog.’ 

“We have borrowed a lot of words from the English language.’ 

‘As well as Spanish. I find it amusing how most of your street names 
are in Spanish, and yet you don’t speak Spanish.’ 

‘No, that’s because hundreds of years ago there was a big Spanish 
invasion. That’s why the Philippines is named after Prince Philip, later 
King Philip II, I think around the 1540’s. And most of the settlers started 
naming roads using Spanish names of famous people.’ 

‘Yeah, it’s a weird mixture which for first timers who come here can 
take quite a bit of getting used to. Along with that, and the Americanised 
spelling.’ 

I looked to Plain Jane and Rat Face who seemed to have lost interest 
in our discussion. They were talking privately among themselves, in 
Tagalog. I wasn’t sure about what and didn’t really care. 

Marie finished off the last of the bottles. I thought that was it, we 
were about to leave. 

‘Oh, right, so we are going now?’ 

‘Oh, no, we have only just got here,’ the madam explained. ‘We’ll 
have another bucket. Besides, I haven’t sung my songs yet.’ 

‘Oh, right,’ I responded, trying hard to feign some enthusiasm. 

I checked my phone. It was just past 2.00 p.m. I still had an hour 
before I could book in. 

Then Cherie handed Marie a 1,000 pesos note and told her to go to 
the bar. 

“Yes, I always come here to sing. I love my old songs by the Beatles, 
a bit of Elvis, Frank Sinatra. But I also like the new ones as well, like Ed 
Sheeran. I just love some of his songs.’ 

Oh, God, I was thinking, as long as she doesn’t start singing anything 
by him, otherwise I’d be the first to walk out. Don’t mind a bit of 
warbling, crooning, but definitely no mumbling by him! 

Marie returned to our table with a fresh bucket and got out a bottle, 
continuing this big game of hers, her idea of fun: getting drunk on a 
Saturday afternoon. If she was like this now, what was she going to be 
like later! I got the impression this girl hadn’t even started. She was 
drinking like a fish, more than me, more than her grandmother who was 
now looking slightly tipsy. 

“We come from a big family, don’t we, Marie?’ she started. ‘Yes, I’m 
a mother of 8 children, all daughters, who have kids of their own now, so 
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a grand total of twenty-eight. Here, I’ll show you.’ 

Cherie pulled out her phone and started scrolling through her gallery, 
trying to find a picture amongst the hundreds she had to choose from. 

‘Ah, there you go. This one here.’ 

She turned her phone round and showed me a photo which seemed to 
have been taken in a back garden somewhere. It was a group of girls all 
gathered round a swimming pool. 

‘And that’s Marie over there,’ she said. 

What? I couldn’t see anyone who looked like the girl sitting next me. 

Marie clutched the phone and zoomed in. 

‘There, that’s me,’ she boasted proudly. 

On second viewing I could now see it was her, or rather a much 
younger version, grinning away at the camera, her hands clasped in front 
of her, covering her modesty. She looked like a cheeky, mischievous girl, 
and I wasn’t far wrong. 

‘I know, let’s have a photo of us two,’ I suggested to Marie. 

I handed Cherie her phone back, got out mine, opened up the camera 
app and passed it to Cherie, indicating I was now ready, with my arm 
round her granddaughter, and smiled, thinking Marie would do the same. 
She didn’t. She did something very irritating instead, as if to spite me. 
She screwed up her eyes and stuck her hand up in front of the camera, 
giving the two-fingers sign in reverse, thinking she was being clever. 
When I got the phone back, she immediately snatched it out of my hand, 
scrolled through the gallery, and found what she was looking for. Briefly, 
I saw two photos of us. The first was just a blur where the stupid woman 
couldn’t even hold the phone steady. The second was not a bad one of 
me smiling, looking straight at the camera, but Marie’s face was mostly 
obscured by her hand, as if camera shy. 

‘Oh no, no. Not having that,’ she tutted. 

Before I could do anything, she deleted both. 

‘Don’t worry, we can take a better picture later,’ she told me, handing 
my phone back. 

Annoyed with the girl, and slightly alarmed at how she knew exactly 
where to find what she was looking for on a stranger’s phone, I put it 
back in my pocket, determined not to let it spoil the rest of the afternoon. 
I now wish I’d done the manly thing: reproved her for touching my 
phone and walked out, having nothing further to do with the lot of them. 

But before I could do anything Cherie was flicking through the song- 
book, asking me what songs I liked, who was my favourite singer, etc., 
whilst searching for something to sing. An old woman appeared out of 
nowhere. It was the first time I had seen anybody else in the place. She 
was hovering round our table, waving something in her hand. 
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‘She’s from a charity,’ Cherie explained. ‘Why don’t you give her 
something, Joe.’ 

I nodded. I didn’t mind. If it really was for charity. I pulled out my 
wallet and plucked out a hundred pesos note and gave it to her. 

In return I received three pens, all different colours. The old woman 
thanked me and left. 

I gave the cheap looking set of pens to Marie who smiled and dropped 
them in her tiny handbag. 

‘Happy birthday,’ I jested. 

‘Now she can write, “I Love You,” in three different colours,’ Cherie 
announced, somewhat seriously. 

I hoped she was joking. 

Marie chinked glasses with me and smiled again. 

I looked down at how her right leg was touching mine. I could feel 
myself getting hard at the thought and looked up at her cute smiling face. 

‘What?’ she asked me innocently. 

‘I’m beginning to like you,’ I whispered in her ear. 

‘I’m beginning to like you too,’ she confided in me, softly. 

Just as we were about to get intimate, the woman from the bar came 
over with the microphone and plonked it in Cherie’s mitts. This is what I 
was dreading. 

‘I just love the Beatles,’ she said, and took a quick gulp of her drink, 
then put the mic to her lips. 

We all turned to look at the screen she was watching. On came ‘Love 
Me Do.’ She wasn’t a brilliant singer, though her heart was in the right 
place. It reminded me of my uncle. When bored at night he would often 
turn on his jukebox, crank out the golden oldies. He didn’t need lyrics: 
he knew all the songs off by heart. With a mic plugged in, he’d sing 
along to his heart’s content, much to the grievance of his neighbours. 

This was then followed by ‘You Can’t Buy Me Love.’ We sang along 
to that one, with Marie holding my hand under the table, squeezing it 
gently. I noticed old Rat Face wasn’t joining in. He kept disappearing 
outside for a quick cigarette. I don’t know if it was the effect of the 
alcohol, but I was finally settling in with these people, now comfortable, 
having a laugh, with a very pretty girl sitting next to me who I just 
wanted to take to bed. That wouldn’t happen unless we were alone, and 
that meant having to wait till later in the evening. 

‘What?’ she asked me, as if reading my mind. 

‘Nothing. I can’t wait to take you out tonight,’ I whispered in her ear. 

‘I can’t wait either.’ 

She filled up my glass again, then hers and we chinked, ‘Cheers,’ and 
practically downed them in one, hers in one huge gulp, mine in about 
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two or three. I looked at her bemused. Boy, could this girl drink. If she 
was like this now, where she appeared to be unaffected by alcohol, what 
would happen tonight? I dreaded the thought as no girl has ever drunk 
me under the table—yet. I got the feeling I may have met my match. I’m 
a slow starter when it comes to drink. It takes me a while to get drunk, 
compared with some girls who appeared to get drunk almost immediately 
after only a couple of glasses: there is no in between stage with them. 
They are either sober or drunk. With Marie it was different. She could 
hold her drink, carry on talking without slurring her words or struggling 
to keep her eyes in focus. She proved it by going back to the bar, 
ordering another bucket, disappearing to the toilet, coming back to the 
table without the slightest wobble, then siting back down with perfect 
aplomb, never stumbling, or falling all over the place like I’ve seen some 
girls do. 

Another bucket turned up. More drink. More chinking of glasses and 
more songs. This time it was Sinatra’s ‘New York.’ 


These vagabond shoes are longing to stay ... 


We all sang along to that line with the implied inference of me being 
the vagabond, the traveller, and that I should stay here in Manila. 

Then when that finished it was my turn. I’m not a great singer, too 
self-conscious to even go anywhere near a stage, but since it was still 
only the five of us here, I dropped my guard and had a go at Rod 
Stewart’s ‘I Don’t Want to Talk About It,’ with me looking over to the 
girl beside me, who kept smiling: she knew I was singing it for her. 

Afterwards I got a round of applause, which certainly surprised me, 
not realising a couple had walked in halfway through my song and were 
now waiting by the bar to get served. Even the barmaid gave me a clap. I 
was slightly chuffed. 

‘Go on, sing another song, Joe,’ they all chimed. 

‘Okay, how about this one then.’ 

I cleared my throat and managed to navigate my way through 
Sinatra’s ‘My Way’ without making a single mistake. I always thought it 
was a hard song to sing as it requires a certain nerve and self-belief for 
the lyrics to come across as meaningful. After all, it is supposed to be 
sung by a man who has done things, who has lived, not a great life, but 
one at the end of the day he could be proud of, and one that in his 
estimation he has proved himself to be a man. Again, I got a round of 
applause, and stood up and took a bow as more people started coming in 
to fill the bar. I was really enjoying this, relishing the attention, and glad 
I had found some new friends. 
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‘That’s it. No more,’ I told them, holding my hands up in resignation, 
bowing out gracefully, and sat back down. 

Then Marie remarked to my side, “That girl over there, she likes you.’ 

I looked to where she was indicating. There was a short, rather plump 
Filipina sitting across from us, surrounded by some lads. Indeed, she kept 
looking over at us. She was certainly smiling at me. 

I remarked, up close to Marie’s ear, ‘I don’t want her. I want you.’ 

Marie giggled. ‘Really?’ 

‘Really.’ 

We drank, our eyes barely leaving each other as if trying to measure 
each other’s integrity. Now I was drunk. I cannot remember how many 
glasses of Red Horse I had imbibed by this point. I gave up counting 
after the fifth one. 

‘Let’s go then,’ Cherie announced, seeing all the bottles were empty. 

As soon as I stood up, I realised how full my bladder was. 

‘I need to go...’ 

‘Pee?’ Granny asked. I nodded. ‘You can go in there,’ she replied, 
indicating the swinging half door. 

I was not looking forward to this as there was a good two-foot gap 
from the floor to the bottom of the door, and a good four-foot gap from 
the top of the door to the ceiling, meaning anyone walking past would 
have a good view of me standing there. I was more aghast upon entering, 
seeing it for what it was. This so-called gents was nothing more than a 
tiny square room, about three by three, all tiled, with a trench running 
along the side and end walls. You just stand there, weeing into it and use 
the small bucket on the side to flush away the fresh urine. 

I have already explained I am too self-conscious. I was even more so 
when I was aware somebody was standing by the door wanting to go as 
well, waiting for me to finish. 

In my nervousness I couldn’t go and gave up, thinking I would wait 
till I got back to the security of the hostel. It was now getting on for four. 
We had been here nearly three hours, singing stupid songs, talking shit 
and getting drunk. I was pleased to be going back to Makati. 

On my way out I received a load of strange looks from the people 
who had now settled in their seats and would indubitably be staying there 
for the rest of the day. And I received more of the same looks outside. I 
never understood the fascination. Was it because I appeared to be the 
only white guy here? 

The bright sunlight hit my eyes, making me squint. I put my shades 
on and followed my newfound friends. 

‘Come on,’ Marie said, as if to hurry me along. 

Surprisingly she grabbed my hand and this time we headed off at a 
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tangent, away from the street we came down, now on to a short side 
street leading to the main road, a dual carriageway. 

“Where are we going?’ I asked. 

“We’re going back.’ 

‘Back to Makati?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘But what happened about your present?’ 

‘Oh, don’t worry about that, Joe. My grandmother has given me some 
money instead.’ 

‘Oh. Why are we going this way? Aren’t we going back by jeepney?’ 

‘No, we’re going to get a taxi instead.’ 

As if by magic a white taxi pulled up beside the main road. Granny 
got in the front passenger seat, Plain Jane took the back seat, as did I, 
with Marie sliding in next to me, so I was trapped between the two girls. 
If I wanted to get out, I wouldn’t be able to, but it didn’t bother me as 
Marie made sure she was up tight against me, her little heaving breast 
rubbing against the top of my arm. Then Rat Face, as he had nowhere 
else to sit, opened up the hatchback and climbed in, squatted down and 
closed the door behind him. At first, I thought this was a bit odd. How 
many taxis in Manila are hatchbacks? I turned my head to see he had 
made himself comfortable there. Instead of looking at me he glanced 
away. I shrugged and turned round as the taxi sped off back to Makati. 

‘Aren’t you married, Joe?’ Plain Jane asked, seeing I had no ring on 
my finger. 

‘No, although I have come close, once or twice.’ 

‘Why not?’ Marie asked. 

‘It just never worked out. The same old story. We got on well until 
we moved in together, then we were at each other’s throats.’ 

‘Then you do believe in marriage?’ 

‘Oh, yes. I’ve nothing against it, just not found anyone compatible 
yet. Who knows I may come across her soon.’ 

As I said that, I deliberately looked at Marie, to check her reaction. 
There was none. 

I continued: ‘Look, I understand what you are driving at. In this 
country marriage and family are a big thing, and it is expected of every 
man to get married, to settle down and have a family. It’s the norm, and 
anyone who goes against that is held suspect. It’s not considered normal 
to be a bachelor, to not have kids, or not wanting to have kids. Single 
people, especially men, are frowned upon here, aren’t they?’ 

“Yes, they are,’ agreed Granny. ‘We believe in marriage. It’s very 
important that all men and women of marriageable age get married. It’s 
traditional here, being part of the family, contributing to it, as I have 
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done over the years. It’s also backed by the Church, so therefore we 
think it is for the good of the community.’ 

“Yes, but you do have divorces here now, I understand.’ 

“We do, yes, in a way, but it is more of a separation. That is common 
now, but it never used to be, certainly not in my day. If a woman got 
married then she was expected to stick with her husband through thick 
and thin, even if she suspected he was cheating on her. Oh, no, if you 
were married you stayed married. Also, if you were no longer living 
together, you were still considered to be married. Times have changed, 
though, and it is more accepted for a couple to separate. However, if that 
happens, she is still technically married and cannot re-marry. She is not 
allowed to marry anyone else.’ 

‘I think that’s a bit harsh, in this day and age. But interestingly 
enough, I have come across a lot of girls who seem to have children out 
of wedlock, never bothering to get married.’ 

‘Oh, that is true, and has also become the norm now, with the Church 
being more tolerant and accepting of women who do have children with 
no husband to support them. The Church does not condemn it, neither 
does it condone it. It is quite common for a girl to have three or four 
children, without any husband standing by her side.’ 

‘Have you got any kids?’ Plain Jane asked. 

‘No, not that I know of,’ I repeated the joke. 

No one laughed. They obviously didn’t get it. 

Marie tapped the driver’s seat and said something in Tagalog. The car 
pulled over into the nearest petrol station. Marie jumped out. 

What the hell was going on? 

‘She needs to pee,’ Granny informed me. 

‘Oh, I see.’ 

She was only gone about 5 minutes, not very long at all, and soon 
reappeared with a big grin on her face, looking very pleased with herself. 
I noticed, as she headed back to the car, she was holding something in 
her hands, a brown paper bag. 

She climbed in, repositioned herself next to me, and pulled out a can 
from the bag and passed it to me, then pulled out one for herself. I looked 
at it, then to her. 

‘Cheers,’ she said and chinked cans. 

It was some San Miguel, not as strong as Red Horse, but even so 
hadn’t the little girl had enough? Evidently not. She wasted no time 
opening hers, and giggled like a naughty girl when a small amount 
sprayed out, splashing the back of the seat in front of her. The driver did 
not seem too pleased and frowned at her. She just shrugged and gulped 
hers down then looked at me as if to say, ‘Why aren’t you drinking?’ 


159 


Part 2: The Occurrence 


I opened it and took a small mouthful, making sure it wasn’t warm. In 
fact, it was nicely chilled and went down a treat. 

The taxi pulled away. 

‘See, I told you Marie likes her drink,’ Granny said. 

I simply smiled and had another mouthful. 

‘So, what about your family?’ Plain Jane asked. 

“What about them?’ I replied, wondering what she was driving at. 

I then realised she was less inebriated than the rest of us, if not stone 
cold sober. Hadn’t she been drinking? Certainly not like me, Marie, or 
even Granny. 

‘Do you have any family?’ 

‘Oh, I see. You mean relatives?’ 

She nodded. ‘Yes, you must have relatives!’ 

As I looked at her, I had the sense her boyfriend was doing something 
in the back but couldn’t quite make out what. He was crouching down on 
the floor, busy. Unfortunately, the top of the seat blocked my view. Then 
I noticed the driver, who must have been about the same age as Cherie, 
with his grey hair and worn face, was keeping a close eye on me. It made 
me feel uncomfortable. Shouldn’t he be looking at the road instead? I 
kept catching him giving me a glimpse. I got the impression he didn’t 
like me, or maybe it was foreigners in general; I ignored him. I was 
enjoying this piece of conversation, and I wanted to learn much more 
about their culture. 

‘I have an older sister who is married with kids. They are nearly all 
grown up now. My father is still alive, now retired. He used to be a 
banker, did very well for himself. I hardly see him as he’s always going 
away on holiday. My mother died a couple of years ago from cancer.’ 

‘Sorry to hear that,’ Cherie sympathised. 

‘No, it’s okay. It’s one of those things. She had been ill for a long 
time, so we were expecting it. We were prepared, put it that way; it 
helped to soften the blow.’ 

‘But they have a wonderful health system in the U.K., don’t they?’ 
Granny chipped in. 

‘Oh, yes, the N.H.S.’ 

‘And it’s free, isn’t it?’ 

“Yes, it is. We don’t have to pay for any treatment.’ 

‘How does that work?’ Pain Jane asked. 

“We pay for it in a way, through our national insurance contributions. 
That’s deducted from our wages automatically every month. As soon as 
we leave school and start working, we contribute, only a small amount, 
and this has helped to sustain the N.H.S. over many years. Of course, it 
isn’t perfect. Nurses and doctors are always striking as they don’t believe 
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they are getting paid enough for all their hard work, as well as the long 
hours they usually have to put in. But it is free, and they do tremendous 
work, so we can’t really complain.’ 

“We have to pay for everything here,’ moaned Marie. 

“Yes, I know. And it’s not cheap.’ 

‘No, it isn’t,’ Granny said. ‘When my brother, who was only in his 
fifties, got cancer, it cost us 250,000 pesos to get treatment.’ 

“Yes, that’s a lot. And how is he now?’ 

‘Oh, he died. The treatment worked for a while and kept him alive 
much longer than we expected, but in the end the cancer got him, and we 
were pleased in a way because he had been suffering terrible pain.’ 

I nodded as I could empathise with that situation. 

I finished my drink. Marie took my empty can and threw it on the 
floor next to hers. Then she reached over behind her to grab something. 
When she turned to face me, I could see she had a couple of slices of 
fruit in her hands. So that was what Rat Face had been doing. He was 
slicing up some fruit in the back. I turned round to see him eating a slice, 
chomping away, and licking his lips. 

Marie held out her hand. 

‘Go on. Take it.’ 

“What is it?’ 

‘Mango,’ she replied. ‘Don’t you like mango?’ 

‘Oh, I love mango. It’s my favourite fruit.’ 

I took it and bit into the juicy slice. It tasted delicious. Ripe, just how 
I liked it. Then I realised how hungry I was. That meal at the cafe had 
hardly been filling. Since I had only eaten about half of it, it was no 
wonder I was feeling peckish. 

I watched the way Marie ate hers, opening her mouth wide, her long 
tongue coming out, almost wrapping round the slice, and the way she 
slipped the whole thing into her mouth then pouted her lips. She was 
loving the suggestiveness of her actions. Rat Face handed her a fresh 
slice. She made me open my mouth wide and popped it in. I ate it with 
delight. Then he handed her a further slice. I watched her eat it with 
relish. She offered me another. I couldn’t resist and swallowed it whole, 
and licked my lips, my eyes drinking her in, especially her cute smile: it 
made her face light up. She beamed at me, her lips pouting, her eyes 
sparkling, two points of light, the rest of her face receding into the 
darkness ... 

That’s it. 

That’s all I remember. 
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Chapter 1 
Trying to Unmask the Scum Family 


I found myself waking up on Sunday morning, 23 November, feeling 
like shit and confused. I was seriously questioning what the hell had 
happened to me. My head was sore, my throat dry, my eyes barely 
staying in focus, with a peculiar feeling all over as if I had been running 
in a marathon only to collapse near the finishing line, drained of all 
energy. How could I account for this? I knew it was not just the drink. I 
must have had something else as I have never felt this bad before in my 
whole life. It was as if I had been drugged and dumped somewhere. But 
how did I manage to get here, wherever ‘here’ was? 

I took in my surroundings. I was lying in a bunk bed, fully dressed, 
still wearing my socks. This was certainly unusual for me as I never 
sleep with them on, not even during a cold winter’s night. It is simply 
unhygienic. I reached over and tore them off in disgust. I wearily lay 
back and gathered my thoughts, trying to work out where I was as I had 
an incredibly large gap in my memory, having absolutely no recollection 
of the night before at all. 

I was in a hostel, assuming it was the same one where I dropped off 
my bags yesterday around noon. But I don’t remember checking in, or 
what time that could have been, or even getting my passport out for the 
usual security checks, let alone being shown into this room. I was on a 
bottom bunk bed. There was a black metal ladder at the end consisting of 
three steps. A cream-coloured curtain was drawn all the way across. I 
wrenched the curtain back to see it was now daytime, and presumably 
morning. The bunk bed opposite may have been empty; I couldn’t tell as 
both curtains were closed, not even sure if the bed above me was 
occupied or not. 

When I tried to sit up fully, there was a weird sensation, as if my head 
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was going to drop off and roll across the bed. I clutched the sides to hold 
myself steady. It was like trying to come round after the anaesthetic had 
worn off. It took me a while to get some sort of normalcy, when all I 
really wanted to do was to go back to sleep, praying this was just some 
surreal dream and I’d be waking up right as rain. I couldn’t go to sleep; I 
had to find out what had happened. 

Getting out of bed was disconcerting in itself. I felt nauseous at first 
and managed to quash it then stood up, still clinging to the ladder for 
support. I was thankful to see my bags and boots were by the end of my 
bed. It confirmed I was in the right room and the right hostel, the one 
called Abraham Manila. 

Looking out the window at the bright light brought vague flashes, 
fragments of memory of the night before, something to do with car head- 
lights whizzing by. I was caught in the middle of them. Horns were 
beeping and tooting madly. I seemed to be staggering all over the place 
trying to get out of their way. 

God, I must have been drunk last night. But it was more than that, a 
lot more. I knew that much! 

Then I remembered Marie, the girl I was supposed to be taking to the 
Bazaar. Did I take her there? I don’t think so. For how ever hard I tried to 
stretch my memory back that far, there was nothing there at all, a 
vacuum. What happened to her, I wondered, and what about the rest of 
her family? 

Quickly, I felt for my money belt. It was still wrapped round my 
waist. I opened the zip. My wallet and passport were safe inside. Thank 
God, what a relief, I thought, worried that I might have lost them. Then I 
checked my wallet. All the cards were there, exactly how I kept them. 
But what cash I had was gone, all 8,000 pesos. 

‘Shit!’ I exclaimed aloud to myself. ‘The bastards have bloody well 
cleaned me out.’ 

Then I looked for my shades. I was certain I was wearing them when 
we were in the taxi. They were resting on my head just as hers were. 
They were nowhere to be found. At first I thought that bitch might have 
taken them, but why would she when she had her own. In my inebriated 
state I could have lost them on the way here. I don’t remember. Nor was 
there any point blaming them. I should be blaming myself for being so 
foolish as to think they were my friends. All they were doing were trying 
to make out they were friendly so they could rip me off. I should never 
have befriended them, let alone trusted them, yet I knew incontrovertibly 
they had done something to me as this was no ordinary hangover. Then I 
wondered if I had passed out later: I had no recollection of anything after 
the taxi ride, or even of getting out of it. 
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At first, I was convinced it was the drink, thinking they popped some 
pills in my glass when I wasn’t looking. Yet at no point did I take my 
eyes off my drink: I was too wary about that after hearing what happened 
in a bar in L.A. I went there many years ago with some friends. We 
noticed women were in the habit of covering their half-drunk glasses or 
bottles with a tissue if they had to go to the ladies. I thought it a curious 
practice until I found out afterwards a girl who had been drinking there 
was raped, and had no memory of the event. Her drink had been spiked; 
hence all women now took precautions. This led me to do the same. 
Nowadays, I never leave my drink unattended, not even for a few 
seconds. If you must visit the gents, take it with you or leave it behind 
the bar. Always err on the side of caution, especially in nightspots you’re 
not familiar with. 

As I was drinking with Marie and her family from the same bottles in 
that dive of a bar, it couldn’t have been the beer. Nor was I drunk enough 
not to notice them doing anything to the ice before putting it in my drink. 
Further, I doubted it was the can of beer in the taxi. It was new, with the 
ring-pull in place, and tasted the same as any other can of San Miguel. 

Then it had to be the mango slices they gave me. I remembered all the 
incidents of yesterday, only up to a point, right up to shortly after eating 
the last slice of mango. I still had a distinct memory of seeing Marie 
smiling as she popped it in my mouth. Everything after that was a blank, 
as if my memory from then on had been erased. 

I shook my head. How could I be so stupid? Trev warned me I might 
get scammed, and I had been. Now what was I going to say to him: ‘Hey, 
guess what? I got scammed last night by these people I thought were my 
friends!’ Undoubtedly, he would reprove me for being such an idiot. It 
served me right, but I thought they were okay, and everything was going 
swimmingly. I was even enjoying myself—up to a point. How did I fall 
for it? I could feel anger rising in my veins. I now wanted to lash out at 
anything I came across, even me for being so reckless. 

Standing was hard enough, yet I now had the onerous task of trying to 
walk, preferably without falling over. This was going to be far worse. 

I held onto the sides of the bed and made a slow effort to move away 
from it. Not too difficult. Now all I had to do was let go of the bed and 
walk. Placing one foot in front of the other, I immediately felt a weird 
sensation, the sort one gets if about to fall on slippery ice. Instinctively I 
gripped the ladder of my bunk bed, held on to it and tried again. This 
time it was more bearable, but I still felt wobbly on my feet. All I wanted 
was a nice, hot shower, thinking that would be tremendously beneficial. 
Perhaps after that I could find out how the hell I got here. 

“You were bad last night! You were really out of it, sir.’ 
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“Was I?’ 

“Yes, you were terrible. A patrol man brought you in, said he found 
you wandering the streets. You mentioned this place. What happened to 
you?’ the girl behind the front desk asked, genuinely concerned. 

‘I think I was drugged. I’m not sure. All I know is they scammed me 
out of 8,000 pesos.’ 

‘They? Who?’ 

‘I don’t know. Some people I met yesterday. Is there a police station 
around here?’ 

“Yes, there’s one just up the road on San Mateo Street.’ 

‘Okay, thanks. I’ll have a word with them.’ 

‘Be careful, sir.’ 

‘T will.’ 

It was a bit late for that now. I should have been far more cautious 
yesterday, not falling for that crook of a cow and her scum family. 

I felt slightly better, having had a shower and a fresh change of 
clothes. But it still felt weird walking as if my legs weren’t properly 
coordinating with my brain. I felt unsteady crossing the road as I headed 
for the nearest ATM. I wanted to take some cash out. Also, I needed to 
see if anything had been taken from my account yesterday. My phone 
app was playing up again; a printout should be able to tell me. I was 
relieved to find there were no recent withdrawals: in fact, my current 
account hadn’t been touched for four days. Good, I was happy with that. 

Now what do I do? 

I felt hungry, yet could I really eat? 

I thought a walk would do me some good, getting some air in my 
lungs, a fresh supply to the brain. 

I made my way down the avenue, slowly, cautiously, and reached the 
Burger King on the corner. I needed something inside me. I felt rotten 
and hollow. I chanced it and bought my usual meal and sat down by the 
window, my head still in a whirl. My phone, which thankfully was still in 
my pocket, had some charge in it. I’m surprised they hadn’t taken it as 
they could have sold it for 2,000 or 3,000 pesos after wiping it clean. I 
was glad they hadn’t as I would have been lost without it. I examined it 
to see if I had any missed messages. There was only one from Trev who 
was letting me know he would be back in Makati tomorrow, not today as 
expected. I wasn’t bothered. All I wanted to do was go back to bed and 
sleep off this tremendous hangover. 

My meal arrived. I ate it gingerly, looking over my shoulder all the 
while wondering if it too had been laced with some narcotic. Who 
knows? How can we trust the people who work here? Do we really know 
what goes on in the kitchens of these places? I had heard stories of young 
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lads masturbating in the curry takeaway houses back in England. I don’t 
know if any of the rumours were true, but it was suggested they only 
‘contributed’ their sperm to those patrons who were non-Asian. Who is 
to say it is not the same here? Would I be able to trust anyone giving me 
food ever again? I doubted it for I felt truly I had been taken for a ride 
yesterday. What a mug I had been! 

I finished my meal and headed out the door, deliberately not saying 
thank you to the girls behind the counter. They were not to blame for 
what happened to me. I should not be venting any anger at them, yet it 
seemed my mind was now tarring all of them with the same brush. Even 
the guy who came to the door just as I reached it, I wanted to punch him. 
Instead of holding it back and letting him come through first, I pushed 
past him as if he didn’t exist. This was a subtle change in my psychology 
which I knew instinctively would get worse if not kept in check. 

How easy it is for us to direct our anger at others when we should be 
directing it at ourselves! 

I was thinking this as I was heading back to my hostel, my mind still 
not made up about going to the police. What could I tell them? I did not 
know these people, their names (even if the ones they were using were 
genuine or not), or where they lived. I had no proof either that it was 
them who robbed me although I was sure they did. I don’t know what 
else they did to me, but I was determined to find out, with or without the 
help of the police. 

I reached the corner where I first bumped into the scammers and 
stopped in my tracks. I looked at the low wall where they had been 
sitting, trying to rebuild an image in my mind of the women sitting there, 
the man standing at the end, sure I had their faces memorised perfectly so 
that if I should chance upon them again I would recognise them instantly, 
even though I was doubting that would ever happen. 

It was only yesterday, yet it seemed like ages ago, as if many things 
had occurred since then. Perchance, I then got to thinking what would’ve 
happened if I hadn’t walked straight past the hostel, and not bumped into 
them. Would I still have come across them? Probably, because I had two- 
and-half hours to kill. My plan was to head for the nearest Burger King 
after I dropped off my bags. I would still have come to this part of the 
avenue and therefore would have had to walk past them, although maybe 
looking less like a tourist, and not standing out so much as I would not be 
carrying my backpack. But knowing me, and my attraction to pretty girls, 
undoubtedly events would have gone the same way, nonetheless. 

It was now obvious to me what they were really doing; anticipating 
perfect fodder to come along so they could put their plan into operation 
with unholy precision. Being a sucker, I just happened to apear at that 
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moment and walked straight into their trap. Like a spider poised on its 
web, ready to strike, they were waiting patiently for a fly to ensnare 
itself. I was the one who got ensnared. They must have seen me coming a 
mile away, saw me for what I was, a young man, new in town, and one 
easily led by his dick. They pounced on me, exploited me to the full. 
Then having got what they wanted, they dumped me afterwards and 
buggered off, laughing all the way back to whatever slime-infested hole 
they crawled out of. 

If only I had been more aware of their scam, then this wouldn’t have 
happened. The trouble is, I can’t help falling for attractive girls, and have 
previously gone out of my way to please them, usually with an ulterior 
motive in mind. Now I was paying the price for my natural behaviour. 

In all likelihood, it wasn’t Marie’s (or whatever her name is) birthday 
yesterday. That was just a ruse to get me interested in her. Granny seized 
the opportunity when she saw me looking at the girl, that’s why she did 
all the talking, being the main instigator behind it. And when I left them 
to drop off my bags, she turned round to the rest of the gang and said 
something like: ‘Now, listen. This is what we are going to do. I can see 
this young man is really into you, Marie, so what you must do is make 
out you’re interested in him as well. Keep smiling at him, keep rubbing 
your little titties against his arm, hold his hand, pretend he’s your best 
friend. Don’t take your eyes off him. Make sure he’s always looking at 
you, then you’ve got him hooked. Show him you care about him and 
you're available. We’ll use the premise that today is your birthday. We 
are going to treat you. So, we’ll take him off somewhere, get him drunk, 
and take advantage of him. Understood?’ 

I could imagine they were nodding their heads, rubbing their hands 
with glee, thinking of all the potential money they could scam out of me. 

And whilst we were at Lupin, Rat Face was instructed to get the drug, 
and some mangos, lace them whilst in the back of the taxi, making sure 
only the drugged slices were given to me. But the more I thought about 
it, the more I became convinced the taxi driver was in on it as well. In 
fact, he could have been Cherie’s husband as he was about the same age. 
If not him, then her brother whom she claimed had died from cancer. 
Whoever he was, it made sense as any decent cabby would have realised 
something suspicious was going on in the back of his vehicle and had 
nothing to do with it. He would have stopped the car and demanded we 
all got out. Further, he may have been the main man, the boss, the one 
who came up with the idea, making sure the plan was put into action by 
being there at the right time. I was then quite perplexed about where the 
fruit and drugs came from, for I did not see anyone carrying a bag of any 
description as we walked to the car. How did they get there? They must 
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have been in the back of the taxi all along. Therefore, it was no ordinary 
taxi: it was part of the set up. 

Whilst we were in Lupin having a drink, Rat Face was coordinating 
all this outside, on his phone, probably telling the driver what time to 
turn up, because it now seemed too much of a coincidence for a taxi with 
a hatchback to come along at that moment, allowing Rat Face to climb in 
the back and do the business, all the while hidden from my view. It was 
so convenient for him to install himself where I could not see what he 
was really doing, getting to work, then passing the slices to Marie, the 
bitch, knowing full well which slices to feed me, and got me to digest the 
drug, with the concomitant effect of knocking me out. 

God, were these people clever or what! They knew exactly what there 
were doing, how to time it, how to distract me from what was happening 
behind my back by getting me to talk, all three engaging me in a long 
conversation, with the result that I hadn’t a clue what they were really up 
to. This was to make sure the sleight of hand would work. 

Then I concluded I wasn’t that stupid really: I was being duped by 
professionals who obviously had a lot of practice. 

If only I hadn’t touched the mangos, I kept thinking to myself. If only 
I had a natural allergy to them or hated the bloody things, then their 
master plan would have backfired. They were relying on me eating that 
stuff; for without the ingestion of the slices, the scam would have fallen 
through. It was the drugged food, not the drink, that did the trick. They 
deliberately made sure I was drunk, even perhaps making sure I was 
hungry, by pouring that horrible sauce all over my food so I couldn’t eat 
it. Then quite naturally, when I’m being offered something tasty and 
exotic to eat (and I don’t mean Marie) I lapped it up, as any man would 
do if hungry. Everything was fine up to then, so it had to be the fruit. 

I’d probably never touch mangos again after what happened to me 
yesterday. It has put me off them for life! 

Satisfied I had it all clear in my mind, precisely what was going on in 
reality, I now felt like hanging around here every day, waiting for those 
scumbags to come along again. But they wouldn’t be that stupid, surely. 
To come back here and risk another trap knowing I was still around? No, 
they would leave it, try elsewhere. Knowing they could get lucky with 
another victim in another town, they would stay far away from here, and 
keep doing this scam in other locations, working their way round all the 
touristy places in search of more dupes, for people like them are greedy, 
always wanting more. And being as good as they are, totally business- 
like, they had perfected their technique to the point where it always 
worked. No doubt they had duped many others in the same way and 
would continue to do so until finally being apprehended. These people 
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live on their wits, getting by on what money they can extract from their 
punters, probably with a big man at the top who invests his money in 
such schemes, hiring these lackeys, laying on the disposable cash to pay 
for the food and drinks, also the amenities, like the drugs, the taxis, or 
whatever else is required. 

I nodded with satisfaction at my own conclusion, firmly resolved in 
my conviction: to come across them again and this time catching them 
unawares, then confronting them directly. What would they do? Run 
away if they had any sense. The possibility of any form of revenge was 
now eclipsing my mind, to the point of obsession, praying that one day, 
not next week, nor next month, perhaps next year they would be forced 
to return to their lucrative hunting ground, and once more put the sting 
into operation. And this time I would be waiting for them. 

Standing there, looking at that wall made me realise how much I 
hated them, especially Marie. God, I wanted to kill her. If I got hold of 
her, there would be nothing left of that pretty face of hers. It would be 
mangled beyond all recognition. 

With justice on my mind, I wasn’t going back to the hostel yet: I was 
going to have a word with the police. 

I got out my phone, checked the location, and started walking up the 
slope that would take me on to Burgos. At the top I turned left, crossed 
over, went past the old church with its blue gates, and another set of blue 
gates and reached the same spot where I first bumped into Trev on the 
other side. It was there he claimed he saw a man defecating, literally a 
hundred yards from the police station. I turned up the small narrow lane 
thinking I was heading towards an office block with police cars parked 
outside and cops everywhere. I could not believe what I came across. 

It was a small building with white painted stucco walls, finished off 
with blue trimming, and looked more fitting for a village than a big city 
like Makati with its thousands of citizens. Above the single narrow door 
was a sign reading, ‘Makati City Police Station: Police Sub-Station 6 
(Poblacion).’ There was only one white car parked up outside with the 
word ‘PULIS’ emblazoned on the back. That was it. 

I wasn’t holding out much hope as I opened the door and walked in. 
A single police officer, in his tidy white shirt and black trousers, greeted 
me with a faint look of suspicion. I smiled at him to allay his suspicion, 
and simply said, ‘Hello po.’ 

‘Sir?’ 

‘I wish to report a robbery.’ 

He gave me a look which told me straight away I was wasting my 
time. It was the type that suggested I was nothing but an inconvenience. 
After all, he was the police, and I was reporting a crime which had been 
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committed against my person. I gritted my teeth, determined to make 
sure he heard me out. 

He pointed to the seat by his desk. I took it, had a good look around. 
The white walls were fairly empty, apart from the odd poster here and 
there, most of them being in Tagalog, which I found curious. And there 
appeared to be nobody else present in the office, again slightly curious. 

The policeman—was he a sergeant, a lieutenant, a detective, I don’t 
know—had a big burly frame and must have been in his forties, and he 
looked like the type you didn’t mess with, someone who would take no 
stick from anybody, and had little time for timewasters, like me. 

He sat down opposite, his dark eyes penetrating mine, scrutinising me 
as if I were the criminal, already on suspicion of some undisclosed crime. 
His big hands reached across the desk then clasped tightly together. I 
could imagine them quite easily strangling someone’s neck. This was his 
way, I guessed, of imposing his authority. 

“You wish to report a crime?’ 

“Yes. I was robbed yesterday.’ 

He nodded his head gently as if already disbelieving me, then reached 
in his drawer, and pulled out a blank form. He drew out a pen from his 
shirt pocket and removed the cap in such a way as if to suggest this was 
all routine, mere formality; he had heard it all before. My story would be 
no different from the hundreds of others he had heard throughout his 
illustrious career on the Force. 

“You have ID?’ 

“Yes.” 

I pulled out my passport from my money belt and handed it over. He 
looked at it quizzically. 

“You are British, yes?’ 

I nodded. ‘British, yes.’ 

Of course I’m British, that’s why I’m speaking English, with an 
English accent. Idiot! 

I watched him closely as he started filling in the form, putting my 
details at the top. 

“You staying here in Makati?’ 

“Yes, just down the road at a hostel called Abraham Manila.’ 

He nodded, again indicating he wasn’t really interested. He simply 
put the name of the hostel without even asking me for the address, or 
proof that I was staying there. 

He handed back the passport. 

‘How long you stay here?’ 

“Well, I’ve only been here about three weeks.’ 

“You have a temporary visa?’ 
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“Yes, a tourist visa.’ 

‘Then when it expires you go back?’ 

Was he asking me or telling me? Did he think I was some kind of 
troublemaker, that I shouldn’t be here anyway? 

‘I don’t know. I may get it extended, I’m not sure what I’m doing.’ 

‘I see. You have family here?’ 

What? I’ve been robbed, dumbass, what’s that got to do with it? 

‘No family here, only back at home. I’m travelling alone.’ 

He nodded again, in that irritating, patronising way that made me 
want to get up and walk out—now. 

“You say you were robbed?’ 

“Yes, by some people I befriended yesterday.’ 

‘By your friends?’ 

‘No, they weren’t my friends, they were strangers.’ 

‘How long have you known these people?’ 

‘I didn’t know them. I bumped into them yesterday.’ 

‘Then you became friends?’ 

“Yes, I mean, no. I mean, not really.’ I wanted to punch the man. 
‘Look, let me explain exactly what happened. I was walking down 
Makati Avenue. That’s where I bumped into them.’ 

“Yesterday?” 

“Yes.” 

‘At what time?’ 

‘About 12.00 p.m.’ 

I watched the policeman write down some notes, at least I think he 
was, or was he just pretending? 

‘They said hello and we got talking, then we went for a drink and 
spent the afternoon in a bar in Guadeloupe.’ 

“You went drinking with some people you did not know?’ 

‘Look, I know it sounds stupid, but we got on very well, and there 
was this girl I was having a chat with, called Marie. I will show you a 
photo of her.’ 

I pulled out my phone, quite forgetting she had deleted the one photo 
I had of us together. I fiddled around, sure there was a way of accessing 
deleted photos, until I came across a folder of old data. By scrolling 
through, and going by dates, I managed to find a small version of the 
photo and enlarged it, then showed it to the bemused copper. 

‘See, that’s her. That’s me sitting next to her. And I can show you the 
time it was taken. Look, at 2.17 yesterday afternoon.’ 

‘This is your friend, Marie?’ 

‘No, she’s not my friend. She’s just a girl I met yesterday, along with 
her family.’ 
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‘These people who robbed you?’ 

“Yes. They stole 8,000 pesos from me!’ 

‘How?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

“You don’t know?’ 

‘Look, it’s rather difficult to explain. I was having a drink with them, 
we got a bit drunk, then we got a taxi back to Makati. Now for some 
strange reason, I can’t remember what happened. I can’t even remember 
getting out of the car. But when I woke up this morning all my money 
was gone.’ 

‘All your money? Your cash, cards ...’ 

‘No, just cash. I had over eight thousand in cash in my wallet. For 
some reason they didn’t take my cards, or my passport, or my phone.’ 

‘These people you were with yesterday?’ 

“Yes. I know how it looks to you, but I swear I trusted them.’ 

“You can prove they took this from you without your consent?’ 

“Yes, well, no. I mean, I know they took it, they must have done it 
because I was with them, and we were together all the time. I always 
have my wallet in my money belt which I keep zipped up, like this.’ 

I showed him by getting to my feet, demonstrating how the zip works. 

‘Also, it is very secure. You can’t just take the belt off. You need to 
unfasten it first, like this,’ I said, again demonstrating the awkwardness. 
‘And when I woke up this morning, this belt was still round my waist.’ 

He gestured for me to sit down again. 

‘The names. What are their names?’ 

‘I don’t know their full names. I only know the girl was called Marie, 
she’s 24, it was her birthday yesterday, and she comes from Bicol. The 
old woman was her grandmother, Cherie. Again, that’s all I know. Then 
there was this other woman, called Jane who was a relative, and she was 
with her boyfriend. I don’t know his name.’ 

‘So, there was four of them?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘And just one of you?’ 

“Yes, I know what you are getting at, but I trusted them. We were 
having such a good time I never thought they would rob me. It was a fun 
afternoon. We had a few drinks; we sang a few songs ...’ 

‘And you paid for them?’ 

‘No, they paid for them. I offered, but they said no, I could pay later 
as I was supposed to be taking Marie out for a drink in the evening. 
That’s why I had the money in my wallet, so we could go out and have a 
good time.’ 

‘So, you took her out and you spent the money?’ 
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‘No, I didn’t take her out. I did not spend the money. The money was 
in my wallet when we were in the taxi. Then after that I don’t know what 
happened. All I know is, they drugged me.’ 

‘They drugged you?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘How?’ 

‘I don’t know how. I think it must have been the mangoes they gave 
me. They were laced.’ 

The policeman sat back and stared at me. 

‘So, you don’t know who these people really are, you had some 
money stolen from you, but you cannot prove it, and you don’t remember 
anything after the taxi ride back to Makati?’ 

Unwillingly I nodded. ‘Correct. That’s about the size of it.’ 

“We will keep this file open for you. Here’s your reference number.’ 

He copied the number from the top of the form, which was still only 
partially filled in, and handed me the number. 

‘Is that it?’ 

“You have reported the crime, sir. That is your crime record number.’ 

‘But aren’t you going to investigate?’ 

‘How? Where do we begin? You have no proof of this crime being 
committed and you don’t know who these people are!’ 

‘They are a criminal gang, and I’m sure I’m not the only one who has 
been robbed in this way.’ 

“We get few of these crimes here, sir. They don’t happen in Makati.’ 

‘Really? Well, I bet they do. I’m going to find out who these people 
are, with or without your help.’ 

I got to my feet, almost crumpling the scrap of paper he gave me in 
my tight fist and walked out. 

I knew, as soon as I left the room, the form he filled in would end up 
in the bin, undoubtedly. 

I headed back to the hostel. It was now time to do something far more 
beneficial, like getting some sleep. 
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‘Sir, sir!’ I heard a voice shout out from behind me just as I was about to 
exit the hostel. 

I turned to see it was the same girl I spoke to yesterday morning about 
what happened the night before. I put through a query asking if anyone in 
the hostels in Makati knew of somebody who had been duped in a way 
that was similar to mine, and to let me know so I could contact them. 

‘The manager asked me to pass this on to you.’ 

She handed me a note. On it was scrawled the name ‘Rob’ with a 
mobile number underneath it. 

‘Great, thanks.’ 

‘He may be able to help you, he said.’ 

‘Okay, I'll give him a call.’ 

I felt like heading back out to that spot again where I bumped into 
them. It seemed to be drawing me in closer each time like a magnet, 
perhaps under the misconceived notion that by staring at the wall it may 
help me to get my head round what had happened. There were still pieces 
of the jigsaw missing. Instead of going back there I rang Rob and had a 
quick chat, just to confirm he knew what I was referring to. I also wanted 
to ensure I wasn’t going to be wasting my time. My biggest fear was that 
he may either not believe me or try to use some form of hypnosis to get 
me to regress to that point and relive the memory. I’m not sure if I really 
wanted to do that, not just yet. 

He gave the directions for his office which luckily was not too far 
from where I was staying. I agreed to head straight there whilst he was 
free this morning before he got too busy. 

I estimated it would only take me about 15-20 minutes to walk there. 
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The office was situated on a side street called H.V. de la Costa, just off 
Makati Avenue. You head for Burger King, then cross over to the other 
side, past Jollibee and the McDonald’s on the corner. You then cross the 
intersections of Jupiter Street and S. Gil Puyat Avenue, turn right down 
la Costa, walk about a hundred yards till you come to a twenty-seven- 
storey office block. 

I was greeted by a security guard at the door who asked me what I 
wanted. I told him I had an appointment with a guy called Rob, surname 
unknown. He was a counsellor. I was informed he was on the twentieth 
floor and made to sign the visitor’s book. I was then given a badge and 
headed for the lift. Whilst waiting I got a text message from Trev who 
confirmed he would be back in Makati by late afternoon, staying at his 
old place, the Hop Inn. We could meet up at the usual venue for 6.00, 
that venue being the Bazaar. This suited me fine. Hopefully, once I had a 
chat with this counsellor, I’d have something more substantial to back up 
my claim I had been drugged, sure now that’s how they scammed me. 

Rob had been telling me over the phone he had once trained as a 
pharmacologist before branching out privately as a counsellor, on a one- 
to-one basis, helping people suffering from various traumas or traumatic 
episodes in their lives. I assured him I was not suffering from trauma; I 
was just a little confused. Also, I confessed I was without means to pay 
him. He brushed that aside telling me all he wanted was a chat. He 
believed I was a special case and could tell me straight away what had 
happened. That was fine by me, even though I wasn’t certain what he 
meant by a ‘special case’. I had doubts hanging over my head that would 
not go away. All I wanted was mental clarity. If I could clear up all the 
jumbled events, then my brain would feel less befuddled than what it 
already did. 

I stepped out of the lift and walked to the other end of the corridor. 
Rob’s door was the last one on the left. The glass panelled door had the 
name etched in gold lettering: ‘Robert Tomlinson,’ with the letters ‘LPC’ 
after it, whatever that stood for. 

I gave a gentle tap and opened the door to find a man dressed in plain 
white shirt and dark slacks sitting behind the desk, busy talking on the 
phone. He saw me and gestured for me to sit down and wait. Sitting in 
his tiny office, that could have passed for a clinician’s room with all the 
apparatus in one corner, more suitable for a doctor, a bookcase full of 
medical textbooks, and framed certificates on the wall, I soon knew I was 
dealing with a professional. The only thing missing was the couch. 

He finished his conversation and politely got off his seat to shake my 
hand gently. 

‘Joe, isn’t it?’ 
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‘That’s right. I half-expected to see a couch in here.’ 

“We don’t use couches. We’re counsellors not therapists.’ 

‘Is there a difference?’ 

‘Not really, but I find people are usually more comfortable talking to 
a counsellor than a therapist. The latter have the connotation of someone 
who deals with severe mental health problems. I only tend to deal with 
anxiety, trauma, phobias, coming to terms with a bereavement, that kind 
of thing.’ 

‘I see. So, what do the letters after your name signify?’ 

‘Licenced Professional Counsellor. It took me 7 years to accumulate 
all those,’ he said proudly, pointing to the certificates on his wall. 

‘I see. But I don’t think I need counselling. I just want to know what 
happened to me.’ 

‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to put you through a session. I just want 
to have a brief chat as I believe it’s the first time I have come across 
anyone in Makati who has been scammed in this way.’ 

‘Really. That’s kind of what the police said to me yesterday.’ 

“You’ve been to the police?’ 

“Yes. I thought it right to report a crime had been committed against 
my person. Also, I want these people to be found and brought to justice.’ 

‘And what was the outcome?’ 

‘There was no outcome. It was a complete waste of time.’ 

‘They didn’t believe you?’ 

‘In a way, no, they didn’t. They refused to buy my story, basically 
because I couldn’t prove a thing.’ 

‘But I think we can prove one thing.’ 

“What’s that?’ 

‘That you were drugged.’ 

‘I know that, but how?’ 

‘By a urine sample.’ 

‘No, I mean, how did they drug me and with what?’ 

“We’ll come to that in a bit. First, let’s get a sample. Now, you say 
this happened only recently?’ 

“Yes, on Saturday afternoon.’ 

‘Good. Then there should still be slight traces of the drug left in your 
system. I presume you have been going to the toilet?’ 

‘Well, come to think of it, not much. Not like I normally do.’ 

“You’ve not been urinating regularly?’ I shook my head. ‘Good, then 
we have a better chance of discovering what it was.’ 

I watched the man with a light tan and hair that had been bleached by 
the sun, who was probably only a few years older than me, come round 
from behind his desk and head for the corner of the room. He fetched a 
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small beaker and handed it to me. This is not what I expected. 

‘The toilet is across the corridor,’ he told me, indicating the door. 

‘Thanks.’ 

I took the beaker and found a cubicle and patiently waited for nature 
to take its course. Hopefully, only a small sample was required. That was 
all that I could come up with. 

‘There you go,’ I told him, handing back a half-filled beaker. 

‘That will do fine.’ 

Rob soon got to work on the sample I gave him in his little laboratory 
in the corner. 

“You seem to know what you are doing,’ I remarked. 

‘I should do. I told you, I used to be a pharmacologist a few years 
back. I trained at Harvard. Then I worked for the Independent Sports 
Body. We specialised in testing for drugs in athletes. It’s surprising how 
long drugs stay in the system, sometimes for many days before they get 
broken down and evacuated. We always find minute quantities because 
our tests are very thorough. We use sophisticated biomarkers which give 
us accurate results.’ 

‘I see. But how does that tie in with counselling?’ 

‘Simple. A lot of women, and some men, claim to have been raped, 
yet have no recollection of the event.’ 

‘Because date-rape drugs were involved, like GHB?’ 

‘Exactly. And I can provide evidence that the drug was used which 
will stand up in court if the perpetrator is identified, and if the victim 
wishes to press charges. Then it is down to a few counselling sessions to 
do the rest, to heal the mind, so to speak.’ 

‘And you believe you can find evidence in my case?’ 

‘Correct. And I already have.’ 

‘Really?’ 

“Yes, really. You were drugged all right, and I can tell you exactly 
which drug it was.’ 

He messed around with some charts, sliding them up and down until 
the cells lined up, and let out a light whistle. 

‘Thought so,’ he said nodding, then turned round and asked me, 
‘Have you ever heard of Xanax?’ 

I shook my head. ‘No.’ 

‘It’s the common name for the pharmaceutical alprazolam which is 
available on prescription. It acts like a sedative and belongs to the class 
of medications called benzodiazepines. Xanax, to give the drug its more 
formal name, is used for calming the nerves, mainly to treat anxiety, 
panic attacks, that kind of thing. Most of the Xanax in Asia comes from 
China. It’s imported into this country in powdered form and made up of 
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crushed tablets, hidden in small bags so it can be smuggled in to avoid 
import duties, etc. The problem is the people who administer it have no 
way of gauging how many milligrams they are pumping into someone. 
For that reason, it is extremely dangerous. Also, if they want to comatose 
someone, they first must get the person drunk as it has the best effect 
when it is combined with alcohol.’ 

‘That makes sense to me. I was always wondering why we stopped 
off at the garage: it wasn’t so this girl called Marie could go to the toilet; 
it was so she could buy more alcohol.’ 

‘They probably thought you didn’t have enough in your system.’ 

‘So, the drug works better if it is doubled with alcohol. Right?’ 

‘Correct.’ 

‘For what reason? You said it’s to make someone comatose. Don’t 
you mean unconscious?’ 

‘No, that’s only if they administer a large enough dose. But given the 
right dosage it can turn you into a zombie. That is why in some circles it 
is called the zombie drug, but only when combined with alcohol. You 
virtually become an automaton, conscious of your surroundings but not 
so unconscious that you blackout. A very large dose will do that. But get 
the balance right, you become putty in their hands. And the right amount 
of alcohol helps.’ 

‘No, I never tasted anything funny in my drink, and we were drinking 
from the same bottles.’ 

‘No, they would not put it in your drink as it’s so bitter you would 
notice it straight away. However, after they plied you with alcohol, they 
would have given you something to eat like a piece of fruit or a sweet, so 
you wouldn’t notice the bitterness of Xanax when ingesting it. Did they 
give you something afterwards?’ 

“Yes, right afterwards, some slices of mango.’ 

‘There you go. And you never noticed anything strange about them?’ 

‘No, they tasted perfectly normal to me. But I must admit I was drunk 
by then, and I had been drinking on a fairly empty stomach.’ 

‘Therefore, the effect would have been much greater.’ 

“Yes, but why? Why go to all that trouble?’ 

‘As I said, to turn you into a zombie. Once you take the combined 
dosage you will still be conscious enough for them to make you do what 
they want, like take you to an ATM, for example.’ 

‘Oh shit!” 

‘What?’ 

‘I’ve just realised. I checked my bank account the next day to see if 
any money had been withdrawn the day before.’ 

‘And had it?’ 
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‘No, but it would not have shown up as it was the weekend. There’s 
always a delay.’ 

‘Then I suggest you check it again today.’ 

‘Why? Do you think I might have used it for them?’ 

Rob nodded. ‘Undoubtedly. These people are out to make a business. 
They don’t befriend strangers just to have a chat and a drink, or to be 
sociable. They are out to use you and relieve you of as much money as 
they can. You would have withdrawn the cash under their orders and 
given it to them without realising what you were actually doing. Of 
course, these people aren’t stupid, they won’t be there with you when 
you do use the machine as they don’t want to be filmed on the cameras 
nearby. And even better, afterwards you will have no recollection of 
doing so. You won’t remember anything after ingesting the drug. That’s 
why they get you drunk first, then administer the Xanax so you go into a 
semi-conscious state. When you wake up the next day, you will have no 
memory of anything that happened: a complete blank.’ 

“You’re right. I don’t recollect anything after the ride in the taxi. I 
can’t even remember getting out of it.’ 

‘Exactly. These people are very professional. They know what they 
are doing.’ 

‘And how do you know all this?’ 

‘Because it has been well-documented on various travel sites like 
Lonely Planet, Trip Advisor, etc., of young men, like yourself, who 
befriend such people and wake up the next day and haven’t got a clue 
what has happened to them. They then find their bank accounts have 
large amounts of money missing.’ 

‘I didn’t have much in there anyway. And there’s a limit of how much 
you can take out per day. I think the maximum is 10,000 pesos. Also, the 
bank app on my phone isn’t very reliable. Sometimes it plays up and 
won’t work at all, like today, so I can’t check my balance.’ 

‘I think you’d better check anyway. Have a word with the bank, see 
how much has been withdrawn. If you have another account, like a 
savings account, check that as well as I’m sure they know how to hack 
into them without using an ATM; for example, the app on your phone. 
Was it working that day?’ I shrugged. ‘Then I would definitely check it 
just in case. These people are very sophisticated. They know their way 
around phones like nobodies’ business.’ 

Yes, I had to agree. Marie certainly knew her way around mine. 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘Sorry. But these people are ruthless, and they know how to get on 
somebody’s good side so they can pull a stunt like this.’ 

I shook my head. ‘And I thought I was lucky because they only took 
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my cash, about 8,000 pesos.’ 

“You are lucky. It could have been worse. They could’ve taken your 
wallet, your phone, your passport. They could have taken you, dumped 
you unconscious in the nearest river, and you might not even be sitting 
here today. It could have been worse,’ he repeated. ‘A lot worse.’ 

“Yes, I know, and for that reason I suppose I must be grateful.’ 

I paused and looked at this man who was only trying to help, but deep 
down he had made me feel quite bad inside. I was squirming in my seat, 
as if about to go into convulsions. Reality started kicking in, hard, with 
the full realisation of what an idiot I had been. 

“Why did you say mine was a special case?’ 

‘It’s special in that it is recent. Oh, don’t get me wrong, this has been 
going on for quite some time, but it is the first known case I’ve come 
across in Makati. And I reckon there will be others. Usually, it is a young 
man in a nightclub who gets hit on by this hot girl and wakes up alone in 
bed to find he’s in a room he doesn’t remember anything about, and his 
wallet is gone. But yours is special because it is a gang who, I reckon, 
have been operating with some sort of master criminal behind it all.’ 

‘That’s what I was thinking afterwards, because I’m sure none of 
those dunderheads would have the brains to pull off a stunt like this.’ 

“Well, all I can say is, be very cautious from now on. I think it may 
become more prolific as greater quantities of the Xanax drug come into 
circulation and people learn how to use it more effectively.’ 

‘What a horrible drug.’ 

‘It’s not the drug, Joe, it’s the people who do these things. They’re the 
ones to blame.’ 

‘But why invent such a drug in the first place?’ 

‘Again, you’re mistaken. The drug is beneficial and has been put to 
good use. Many people are alive today who’ve been treated with it. They 
might not be here if it weren’t for the drug. Without it most of them 
would surely have taken their own lives. It has helped people suffering 
from extreme disorders, some bordering on psychosis. An old friend of 
mine had a daughter who suffered from chronic panic attacks. It got to 
the point where she couldn’t even leave the house. She was put on Xanax 
to help calm her nerves. The strange thing is when she was eventually 
weaned off it, she said she could not remember anything of the last two 
years: it was a total blank in her memory.’ 

“Well, I still say we’d all be much better off without them, especially 
ones like that.’ 

He shook his head gently and gave me a knowing smile. 

I got up to leave. I had heard enough. Now I had something more 
important to do, like check my bank accounts. 
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I shook Rob by the hand. He passed me a printout of the drug results 
and said bye. I showed myself out. 

As I descended back into the real world, I had a horrible feeling that 
what he had told me was true. 

A quick check on both of my accounts, my current and my savings, 
demonstrated to me irrefutable proof that Rob was perfectly correct in 
his assumption: 10,000 had been withdrawn late Saturday afternoon, and 
in the evening they had somehow managed to get a few hundred pounds 
out of my savings account, probably, as Rob said, by using the app on 
my phone, and then diverted the funds to another mobile account. 

Two words escaped my lips as I started heading back to the hostel: 
‘FUCKING BASTARDS.’ 
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I was hoping a good hot shower in the afternoon would do the trick and 
make me feel better. It didn’t. All I wanted to do was to wash the filth of 
Makati out of my veins, to be clean, purified, after a good scrub down: it 
only made me feel worse. Even a quick chat with the guy staying in the 
same room as me, along with his girlfriend, couldn’t lift my mood, a sort 
of melancholic malaise. He was French, about the same age as me, and 
fortunate enough to be called Fabian, a great name. I pretended to be 
listening to what he was saying, how they had travelled all over Europe, 
gone to places like Holland, Hungary, even as far south as Portugal, but I 
wasn’t really taking it in, till he mentioned how I came into the room on 
Saturday night, as if smashed out of my skull. Apparently, I ignored the 
pair and threw myself into bed, fully dressed, which made him laugh, 
and was out like a light. I could imagine it must have been an amusing 
sight, yet since I had no recollection of doing that, hearing it made me 
feel even more disturbed than before. 

I apologised for coming across as being rude. After all, it was the first 
time I had been in the room, and I tried to explain I’m not normally like 
that. It wasn’t the drink; it was the drug. He didn’t believe me, his 
reaction being typical (‘Things like that don’t happen around here,’ etc.). 
Due to either his poor grasp of English or my inability to convey it 
correctly, he did not understand. I gave up trying to get it across to him 
that it was nothing personal and lay on my bed, still angry. Later I ended 
up having to listen to the pair banging away in the bunk bed next to me, 
with the curtains closed, of course. That only made me feel even more 
isolated, further removed from everything. 

I was glad to be going out tonight and having a chat with someone I 
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considered a real friend. I was going to bravely tell Trev all about what 
happened to me over the weekend, hopefully explaining it better than I 
did to Fabian. My only worry was, would Trev empathise with me or 
would he denounce me as a complete and utter fool. The more I thought 
about it, the more I was inclined toward the latter. 

Perhaps after that we could go for a walk, or maybe play a game, the 
sort we used to play each night, like seeing how many times we could 
walk up Burgos Street without being accosted by a prostitute, or pretend 
to be interested in having a ‘mass-arge’ then laughing at them, or trying 
to avoid that old woman who kept coming up to us begging for money so 
she could feed the little baby she had in her arms. This usually happened 
around midnight when the critter should have been in bed. Basically, I 
wanted to go back to the old days when I first came here, before all this 
happened, when it was more fun. Since my experience on Saturday much 
had changed, my outlook, the way I saw the country now, how I felt 
about the people here, etc., now always distrustful and suspicious. That 
one little event had irrevocably altered my attitude, and not for the better. 

I found Trev at the back of the Bazaar where he always sat as it’s 
much quieter than up by the front near the stage: there the music was so 
loud you couldn’t have a reasonable conversation without having to 
shout in order to be heard. 

He was supping from a bottle of San Miguel Light, looking the same, 
no different from when I had seen him last, busy texting on his phone. 

I went to the bar, ordered a drink, and joined him at his table. We 
shook hands. He put his phone down and smiled. 

‘G'day, Joe. How the fuck are you doing?’ 

‘I’m okay. How about you?’ 

‘Can’t complain. Got my end away a few times then fucked her off.’ 

‘So, you finished with her, for good?’ 

Trev nodded, his cap emphasising the affirmative. ‘Yes. Don’t get me 
wrong, she was a nice girl, but all she wanted out of me was money. I 
knew that and I was foolish enough to fucking fall for it. And her sister 
was even worse. Jesus! They both shared the same house, so me and my 
girl would be humping away, with her sister walking past her bedroom. It 
was weird. She kept asking me to help her out, lend her a few thousand.’ 

“You didn’t, did you?’ 

‘I did,’ he nodded gravely. ‘Just to tide them over till they could get 
this money back they had invested. They just couldn’t afford to pay last 
month’s mortgage, so I was kind of obliged to, considering how I was 
staying there for free. But what gets me is they assured me they would 
have the money yesterday, that’s why I stayed an extra day. Of course, it 
never turned up, and I reckon it never will. I think they have been 
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scammed by this con man who led them up the garden path. Anyway, me 
and Sarah had a big argument over that. Strewth! For crying out loud, we 
were pulling each other’s hair out.’ 

‘They do say friends and money make notoriously bad bedfellows.’ 

“You can say that again. So, I ditched her and got the next bus back, 
which wasn’t till lunch time. Took me over three hours, the bloody thing, 
and I’m sure it was doing the most circuitous route possible as it kept 
stopping off everywhere. Never going there again. That’s for sure.’ 

“Where was it?’ 

‘A small place called Antipolo, about 150 miles from here, to the 
north-east of Makati. There was nothing there, Joe. Not one decent bar, 
no decent looking women, a bunch of doddery old folk who kept looking 
at me every time I fucking walked past them, and I felt like a real tourist 
as none of them would speak to me. Jesus! I thought people in Manila 
were supposed to be friendly, not there. I’m glad to be back.’ 

“With little money?’ 

“Well, I can’t see myself getting anything back from them, so what 
I’ve got left I will have to invest.’ 

‘In what?’ 

‘The casino.’ 

I shook my head. It’s impossible dealing with a gambler sometimes: 
they just don’t listen. I knew it would be a waste of breath trying to talk 
him out of his compulsion, so I kept my mouth shut. 

‘No, this time I’m going to City of Dreams. I’ve been doing some 
research, and I reckon if I go there with a few thousand, I could make a 
packet. The best way is just to walk around, check all the tables, see how 
many have got the blue dots on the board, because those are the ones 
where the chances are higher, stacked in your favour, then you play the 
table against itself, making sure you’re not sitting next to some wanker 
who deliberately slows the action down by dithering, taking their time. 
That always messes up the game. You lose your concentration. You need 
to stay focused, keep in the flow, ride with it, and suss the next move ...’ 

As Trev went on, I realised how apart we were. I was no gambler and 
therefore hadn’t the vaguest notion of what he was talking about. He 
might as well have been speaking in a foreign language: his monologue 
could have been in Tagalog, for all I cared. 

He then stopped and raised his eyebrows. ‘Why don’t you come with 
me? You might learn something.’ 

‘No, those kinds of places aren’t for me.’ 

‘Suit yourself. So, what have you been up to? Anything interesting 
happen whilst I was away?’ 

For once I felt ashamed. I wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it without it 
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making me look bad. And I also had the feeling if he had been with me, 
perhaps it wouldn’t have happened. 

‘I got scammed,’ I told him bluntly. 

At first, he looked at me as if trying to work out whether I was joking 
or not, then shook his head in disbelief as it finally sunk in. 

‘See, Joe. I told you it would happen. I told you to be careful. What 
did I say the other night ...’ 

‘I know,’ I countered, putting up my hand to make him stop. ‘I was 
stupid, okay? But these people are very clever at what they do.’ 

“What people?’ 

‘Some people I met on Saturday afternoon.’ 

“Where?’ 

‘Just over there,’ I told him, pointing to the exact spot opposite the 
Bazaar, slightly hidden by the tarpaulin hanging on the side. ‘There were 
four of them. They asked me where I was going. We got chatting. They 
told me it was Marie’s birthday, this young girl who was cute looking. 
Would I like to join them and see if we could find something suitable for 
her. They kind of invited me along and 1...’ 

“You fell for it, the cunt-bait ploy,’ he sighed, shaking his head. ‘It’s 
the oldest trick in the book.’ 

‘Okay, I admit it: I was following my dick. But this woman, Marie’s 
grandmother, who was 66, and spoke English incredibly well, was so 
persuasive, and made me feel like I was one of them, one of the family, 
kind of thing, I found it hard to say no.’ 

‘So, what happened? How did they scam you?’ 

“We went to a place called Guadeloupe, initially on the premise we 
were going to get Marie a present. Instead, we ended up going for a 
meal, which they paid for. I could hardly eat mine as it tasted disgusting. 
Then we went across the road to this little bar where we had a few drinks 
and did some karaoke, and yes, I was really enjoying it, especially with 
this young girl sitting next to me who kept touching my leg.’ 

Trev shook his head. ‘She was there to hook you in, Joe, making out 
she’s really interested in you, and that you’re going to get something in 
return. It’s an easy trap to fall into. You should have been more cautious. 
Guys like you need a chaperone sometimes.’ 

‘I don’t need a chaperone: I need a dick-restraining order,’ I joked. 

Trev laughed and for the first time I felt he was on my side. 

‘It was the drink though that did it,’ I continued. ‘I let it get the better 
of me, sway my judgement. Anyway, we left about three hours later, and 
I thought we were coming back to Makati. We got in a taxi. Everything 
was hunky-dory. I was having a good chat with all of them except this 
older woman’s boyfriend who climbed in the back. I didn’t know what 
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he was doing as these women were distracting me all the time, keeping 
me busy, so my mind was elsewhere, asking me all these questions about 
marriage, relationships, that kind of thing. Then Marie offered me a piece 
of mango. I love that stuff, I used to eat it all the time as a kid.’ 

‘Then what happened?’ 

‘I don’t know what happened!’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

‘Because I can’t remember a fucking thing after that.’ 

Looking at me curiously, Trev tried to read my mind. ‘You mean you 
blacked out?’ 

‘Sort of. But what gets me is I woke up the next morning in my hostel 
and hadn’t a clue how I got there. I couldn’t even remember getting out 
of the taxi. Then today I checked my bank accounts and discovered there 
had been withdrawals from not only my current account, but also my 
savings account. I lost around 600 pounds, plus what I had in my wallet, 
about 8,000 pesos. That had gone as well. The only thing they didn’t take 
was my cards and passport, also my phone, thank God.’ 

‘They must have drugged you, right?’ 

“Yes, that’s exactly what they did. And it was confirmed this morning 
when I went to see a guy called Rob who studied pharmacology. He told 
me what the drug was and how it works, something called Xanax which 
they don’t put in your drink as it would taste too bitter. They put it in 
food, something sweet like fruit, and it’s the combination of alcohol and 
this drug which has the desired effect. Basically, it turns you into a 
zombie. Like an idiot I went to the ATM, withdrew cash, and gave it to 
them without realising what I was doing. God knows how they hacked 
into my savings account. I must have helped them, again not being fully 
conscious of what I was doing.’ 

‘God, these people are evil. Fucking evil, Joe.’ 

‘I know, especially that Marie girl. She’s the worst because she knew 
full well what she was doing when she was feeding me those slices of 
mango. She knew they were laced. And what gets my goat is I have this 
lasting memory of her smiling; that’s all I can remember. Her smiling as 
she’s shoving it in my mouth. It’s like tunnel vision, everything is going 
black, from the periphery to the centre, with only her mouth visible. The 
last remaining image I have is of her smile, the evil bitch. It’s unbearable 
and something I will have to live with for the rest of my life, a horrible, 
ghastly impression.’ 

‘It sounds like a nightmare.’ 

‘It was a nightmare, a living one, made even worse by the bloody 
police absolutely refusing to help out.’ 

‘The police! They’re fucking useless, absolute wankers. They don’t 
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give a shit about sods like us. It would be a different matter if it was one 
of their own. But because it’s a foreigner they couldn’t care less. You 
could have been killed, Joe, and it wouldn’t have made a blind bit of 
difference. In their book you’re nothing but an inconvenience, something 
to get out of the way, something best deported, to be sent packing. No, 
absolutely useless. They’re all evil, not just those scum scammers, but all 
them out there who think they have a right to take us for a ride. And I 
wouldn’t trust the whole fucking lot of ‘em.’ 

Trev lowered his head, so his eyes were barely visible beneath the 
peak of his cap. He seemed to be scowling at all the Filipinos nearby, his 
eyes now two lasers, zapping everyone in sight, blasting them all to hell. 
Then he shook his head and finished his drink. 

‘Come on. Let’s go. I’ve had enough of this place.’ 

“Why? Where are we going?’ 

‘Anywhere away from here. When I bought a drink earlier the barman 
expected a big, hefty tip, because he knows what I drink. So what!’ 

‘Did you give him one?’ 

‘Of course not. I told him to fuck off, the cunt. After all the money 
he’s had out of me, and still expects a tip. What a cheek!’ 

I watched as Trev headed for the exit giving the barman a nasty look, 
which he noticed and did not seem too happy about. 

We crossed the main road, took a side street, then a back lane and hit 
a small bar called Shooters. It is part of a hotel complex with the bar on 
the ground floor. It has two pool tables, one at the front and another at 
the back, a long bar on the left-hand side as you walk in, a DJ box in the 
far-left corner, and is fitted with TV screens on the wall so all the expats 
can watch live coverage of their favourite games. It caters more for them 
than for the Filipinos, although it does attract a wide mixture of people. 
We had been here on numerous occasions simply because it was a bit 
cheaper than the bars on Burgos Street. It also had some friendly staff 
who were glad to have a genuine chat with their clientele. The girls were 
always talking to Trev as they loved his accent. 

We walked in and as usual they made us welcome. 

Trev ordered a couple of beers, got me to select the pool table at the 
other end and set it up. As we played it became obvious he was thrash- 
ing out his anger on the balls, hitting them much harder than necessary. 
He once hit the cue ball so hard, it went flying across the room. 

‘Take it easy,’ I told him as I retrieved the ball and set up my shot. 

‘Sorry, mate. It’s just that I get riled up inside when I think of those 
wankers, what they did to me, what they did to you, what they’re doing 
to all of us. I would love to leave now as I don’t think I can handle it here 
much longer.’ 
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‘Then why don’t you leave?’ 

He rubbed his fingers together. 

‘Cash?’ I asked. 

‘Exactly, or lack of. That’s why I’m going to the casino tomorrow. 
I’ll get there early, suss out a good table, see how much I can win ...’ 

‘Or lose.’ 

“You never know in this game.’ 

‘And if you win, where will you go, back home?’ 

He nodded gravely. ‘Yes, I need to get back, get some more money 
together by setting up a business again. Spend a couple of years there 
doing that, earning and saving, then come back here, this time making 
sure I have plenty of money in the bank.’ 

“Why don’t you get a job here? Wouldn’t that be easier? You said 
there were plenty of jobs available if you knew where to look.’ 

‘Oh, there are but the pay is shit and I hate working for a pittance. It’s 
like when I first came here, I was looking for any kind of work as I was 
desperate, and I heard there were loads of foreign companies, mainly 
Australian and American ones, operating call centres from here as they 
can be outsourced easily, and somewhere like the Philippines makes 
sense as it works out a lot cheaper for them because they can get away by 
paying a very basic wage to their staff. They don’t pay them the national 
wage of their countries; they pay the Filipino wage which is diabolical. 
One Australian company I know were doing just that. Back at home the 
average weekly wage is about $1,300. This company was only paying its 
staff around $220 a week. That’s about a fifth of what they should be 
earning, because, by rights, they are working for an Australian company 
so therefore they should get paid that, or at least something equivalent.’ 

$220? Is that all? That works out at about £115 a week. For a full 37- 
hour week?’ Trev nodded. ‘That’s terrible. They wouldn’t be able to get 
away with that in England. I think the average wage there is something 
like £600. Besides, we have a minimum wage.’ 

‘So do we in Aussie, yet these companies can make one hell of a 
profit by paying someone to sit on calls for a fraction of what they would 
have to pay back home. Outsourcing their work to a cheaper country 
makes financial sense.’ 

‘I can see that, but even so, I remember back in the nineties British 
Telecom, I think it was, outsourced all their calls to India. The staff there 
were only earning a few rupees in contrast to what their colleagues were 
earning back in the U.K. The problem was many of their customers 
complained because they couldn’t understand what these Indians were 
saying due to their strong accents.’ 

“Yeah, but this company was even worse because the people working 
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here had to make out they were in Australia, which is pure subterfuge, a 
big scam. If you admitted you were working in Manila you got sacked.’ 

‘So basically, they had to lie on the company’s behalf. So what 
happened to you then?’ 

“Well, I ended up working for one Australian company that was 
referred to me by a friend. Initially, I thought it was unworthy of me. 
Imagine me working in a call centre, having to talk to hundreds of people 
on the phone each day for some shitty cowboy outfit that couldn’t even 
provide decent chairs to sit on. After an hour you’d end up with a numb 
bum. They couldn’t even supply proper computers. The ones we had to 
use looked like they had been chucked out by some old company that 
had no use for them and had been reconditioned, with software that was 
about ten years out of date. And the training was atrocious. I’m used to 
having proper training sessions where you learn in the class with good 
examples to follow so when the script does appear on the screen you 
know exactly what to say and do. On the second day this woman, who 
was based in Australia, had a go at me, saying, “Trev, don’t you know 
how to use a computer?” Of course, I do. I felt like saying back, “Don’t 
you know how to train people?” Because quite clearly she didn’t, this 
horrible woman called Carly, or whatever her stupid name was, a right 
miserable bitch. She really pissed me off the next day because she had 
been listening to one of my calls. She goes, “Why do you sound so 
depressed? You sound like you don’t want to be there.” She was right: I 
didn’t. God, she was horrible. Rude, obnoxious, uncouth, with no 
manners. Instead of ringing me up and saying, “Hello, Trev. It’s Carly 
here, how are you today?” she just lashed into me without even 
introducing herself, so I had no idea who was on the other end of the 
phone. That’s not the way to treat your new staff. You treat them with 
respect. She sounded common as muck. I imagined her being this big fat 
lump that hadn’t had a good shag in years. Who would want to shag her 
anyway? I couldn’t even imagine this woman being married. Why would 
anyone want to marry someone like that? I left Australia to get away 
from women like her, to find someone decent here. But no, on the third 
day she was the last straw. She accused me of not putting through a call 
properly. I had to explain to her I hadn’t been trained on that service, so 
it was not my fault.’ 

“What did you do? 

‘I walked out.’ 

“What? After only three days?’ I asked, laughing. 

“Yep. Never again. Whatever you do, don't work for a call centre 
here. It is a battery-hen existence where you, the employee, is treated like 
shit, and everything is geared towards maximising how much they can 
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get out of you and rewarding you with the absolute minimum. Doesn’t 
matter how hard you work for them either, you still get paid the same. 
Also, you don’t get proper breaks. You must ask permission to go to the 
toilet. It was like being back at school and putting your hand up in class, 
saying, “Please, sir, can I go to the toilet?” And if you were allowed to, 
depending on how many calls were in the queue, they would time you 
and penalise you if you were more than a couple of minutes over the 
allotted time, which wasn’t much anyway.’ 

‘Sounds like slave labour.’ 

‘Oh, it is, and that’s why not many people last long in that kind of 
environment. That’s why they have revolving doors. One guy I know had 
been there for nine months. He handed in his notice as he simply could 
not afford to pay his rent after his girlfriend left him. She helped by 
paying something towards it, not much, but it did help. He worked out he 
would be better off leaving, finding somewhere cheaper in the provinces. 
Anyway, on his last day he was made to work all the way through, right 
till clocking off time. Never allowed off the phones to chat with his 
colleagues or sit down and talk to the supervisor. Hell, even his boss 
didn’t say goodbye to him, even though he knew full well he was leaving 
that day. Why? Because he couldn’t give a shit. To him, all his staff are 
replaceable. And anyone with any sense would know they are being 
exploited, where everything is in the employer’s favour, to get maximum 
profit from its workforce. Even the timesheets were geared in their 
favour, for if you were late by only two minutes, you had to round it up 
to the next quarter of an hour. And if you were late finishing due to a 
long call, then you still had to put down the allocated time, not the actual 
time you finished. Also, when you first start, they take off a quarter of 
your earnings for four weeks, putting it into a bond, which you don’t get 
back till you have been there for two years. That means you work for 
them for a month for free, ‘cos they know people won’t stay that long. 
Nobody does.’ 

‘What a scam!’ 

‘They’re all scammers out here. That’s how this country, and the 
companies who operate here, work. They know they can get cheap 
labour for there’s always some poor fucker who will put up with that 
shit, day in, day out, because they’re desperate, like I was. Anybody who 
works for a company like that has gotta be. Sorry, bud, but I wouldn’t 
even get out of bed for what half the firms round here pay.’ 

‘Nor would I, but unless you’re born rich what else can you do? It’s 
like that old proverb about being forced to work in some grotty job all 
because you have little choice. You weren’t born rich, so you’re forced 
to take anything, along as you get a wage out of it.’ 
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“What proverb is that?’ 

‘I can’t remember the title, but it goes something like “where each 
man stirs from the trauma of his birth,” meaning it is purely down to 
providence you were born into a family which isn’t wealthy and thus 
have to earn a living, unlike them bling kids with mega-rich mummies 
and daddies, who will probably never have to work after leaving school.’ 

“You sound bitter.’ 

‘Perhaps I am.’ 

‘Anyway, I think anybody who works in an office, or a factory, is a 
failure. They have taken the easy option, by working for someone else 
rather than trying to start their own business. It’s like my dad always 
used to say to me, after he retired, “What happened to me? I worked hard 
all my life, but what have I got to show for it, except a house that’s fully 
paid up and a couple of kids!” I used to tell him, “Dad, what have you 
done, except work for some shit company all your life? All you’ve 
managed to do is put money in the bank of your employer and a tiny bit 
for yourself.” He always got jealous when he heard stories of these 
Russian oligarchs spending billions on sailing yachts, shopping in 
Harrods, buying up properties in expensive parts of the cities, etc., and 
all the time he was worried about paying the next bill.’ 

“Yes, but there is a difference. Those people tend to make or lose a lot 
of money, sometimes quite quickly, like that billionaire entrepreneur 
who was the first person in history to lose two billion dollars in one day,’ 
I added, trying hard not to laugh. 

‘Oh, him. Yeah, I heard about that. But what’s that to a guy whose 
amassed wealth is in the region of 157 billion? It’s a lot to the likes of 
you and me, but to people like him it’s a drop in the ocean. Anyway, you 
miss my point: you don’t get anywhere in life working for others.’ 

‘So, you’re going to work for yourself? Set up a cleaning business 
again?’ He nodded. ‘Then why not do it here?’ 

‘No, I would have to get a licence and I can’t be bothered with all that 
red tape shit.’ 

‘Then why not set up the pizza stall, like we were talking about last 
time. We don’t see any on the streets and I think it is a brilliant idea.’ 

‘Maybe, but then I would need capital to start it up.’ 

‘Okay, so if you win tomorrow think about doing that instead.’ 

‘It sounds to me like you don’t want me to go back, Joe.’ 

‘To be honest, I don’t. I like you, Trev, and I think if you go back, 
you will never return here. You will go back to the same old rigmarole 
which made you come here in the first place, that made you want to get 
away from the rat race, to get away from paying bills, high rates, all 
those utility companies that keep increasing their prices for no apparent 
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reason, like broadband service providers who hike up their charges every 
year when you still get the same shit service. That’s why I left the god- 
damn country. It used to do my head in. I felt trapped. I needed freedom; 
I needed to escape. You’ve had your freedom, Trev, perhaps too much of 
it, and will find when you go home, you’ll be back in the same position, 
wondering what went wrong.’ 

‘Maybe. It all depends on what happens tomorrow night.’ 

I could see it was pointless continuing the conversation with Trev 
when he was in that frame of mind. He was determined to go to the 
casino, believing he would win. If he lost then he would have little 
choice but be forced to quit the country, even perhaps going to the New 
Zealand Embassy and asking them to help foot his fare home. 

And I meant it; I would miss him as we got on so well together. 

I decided to let him win each game, deliberately fouling a shot, so he 
could beat me. If I won, it would only make him feel worse. I even paid 
for an extra round of beers as I knew his money was tight. 

“Won’t you miss this?’ I asked him, gesturing to the bars, the clubs, 
the nightlife, as we headed back towards Makati Avenue. ‘All this?’ I 
repeated, now gesturing to the big, friendly, expansive sky above us. 

‘Of course, I will. It will only be for a couple of years, I promise, then 
I’ll be back.’ 

We shook hands and parted our ways before heading to our respective 
places of accommodation, near the end of Makati Avenue, that boulevard 
of dreams, some fraught with desperation. I didn’t know it at the time, 
but it was the last I would ever see of good old Trev. 
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I spent most of the next day dealing with the bank, trying to convince 
them that it was not me who withdrew cash from my current account, 
also denying transferring money from my savings account to a mobile 
one. I earnestly tried to make them believe I had been a victim of fraud. 

‘Can you prove it, sir, as we see nothing suspicious in either of these 
activities?’ 

“Yes, I know it looks that way, but let me explain ...’ 

I was getting frustrated with the toffee-nosed bitch on the other end of 
the phone who seemed to be more interested in getting me off the line 
than helping one of her distressed customers. 

It had taken me more than an hour and half to find a landline I could 
use. The strange thing about Manila—and it maybe the whole of the 
Philippines in general—is that there are no phone boxes on the streets the 
public can use in case of emergency. Walking around, attentively looking 
out for one or anything remotely resembling a phone in a booth soon had 
me longing for the ubiquitous non-glamorised red boxes of good old 
British Telecom. I needed to find a landline as the bank’s hotline was a 
landline number: if you dial from abroad, you can reverse the charges. 
Besides, using my mobile would have been prohibitively expensive. 

I even went back to the police station to see if I could use theirs. I was 
dismayed to find the same disinterested cop behind the desk as the first 
time I entered, who this time around was being equally uncooperative. 

‘So, you are now saying you were drugged when they committed this 
crime against you?’ 

“Yes, and this time I have proof as I was tested positive for a drug 
called Xanax.’ 
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‘Called what?’ 

‘Xanax.’ 

‘Xanax,’ he repeated slowly. 

I watched him write down the word, mistaking the X’s for Z’s and 
corrected him. The imbecile then nodded and muttered the word to him- 
self again, trying to work out how an X could be pronounced as a Z at 
the start of the word, then as an X at the end. 

“Yes, Xanax. They call it the zombie drug because when combined 
with alcohol it turns you into a zombie. In this way they can manipulate 
you, make you do their bidding. I have it all here in the printout from a 
doctor. Also, if you go online, go to a site called Trip Advisor, and type 
in that word in the search box; it will bring up loads of other people who 
have suffered a similar fate.’ 

‘A zombie?’ he repeated about two lines behind me as if his brain 
couldn’t keep up with the information I was imparting to him. 

“Yes. I don’t mean a zombie, as in a horror film, I mean a zombie 
with no brain, like a robot or an automaton.’ 

I wanted to add, ‘Or a policeman like you,’ but I resisted. 

‘Autom ...’ 

I watched him trying to write it down and giving up halfway through. 

‘Look, that isn’t important. What is important is that I speak to my 
bank and explain I have been a victim of fraud.’ 

‘Fraud?’ 

“Yes. Fraud. I was defrauded of over 800 pounds ...’ 

‘But last time you said 8,000.’ 

‘No, listen to me. Last time I said I was robbed of 8,000 pesos from 
my wallet, then I found out afterwards not only did they take that, but 
they also made me use an ATM and give them cash, as well as transfer 
money from another account into theirs, which totals over 800 pounds, 
English pounds, Great British Pounds, Stirling, equivalent to about 
56,000 pesos.’ 

He wrote the number down. I don’t know why. Was he trying to make 
out he was detailing all the facts so a full investigation could be carried 
out? In the back of my mind a thought crept up which I was trying hard 
to suppress—that again I was wasting my time. 

“Yes. Now I need to get that money back, and the only way I can do it 
is by ringing this number.’ 

I passed the fraud hotline number to the ignorant cop. It did not look 
good as it had been scribbled down by me on a scrap of paper. 

He looked at it and nodded that big empty head of his again. 

‘Now, when you ring that number you’ll have to first ask for the 
international operator. Give them that number and ask them to reverse 
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the charges, then it will be free. You won’t have to pay for the call. My 
bank will pay for the call.’ 

‘The bank will pay for the call if we ring them?’ 

“Yes.” 

It was like talking to a parrot with one brain cell, and I was already 
spitting feathers. 

‘Just ring the international operator so I can speak to my bank. Have a 
word with your operator. Ask her to put me through. It’s very important I 
sort this out quickly.’ 

He nodded again, in that irritating way of his, and got up slowly from 
his desk, in no particular hurry to rescue a poor stranded traveller. 

I watched him open the back door behind him and close it, leaving me 
there facing a big empty desk, wondering how many crimes got reported 
here and were followed up. Not many. Makati is the touristy part of 
Manila with loads of expats living here too who are nothing but an 
inconvenience to the local constabulary, and probably a thorn in their 
side, something they could well do without. Regardless of that fact, it did 
not matter where you came from, what colour, race, or creed you 
belonged to, if you were a victim of crime, you had an equal right to 
report it and entitled to expect some sort of justice to be exacted. Here it 
was very different, as if there was no such thing as crime, or if it did exist 
it was only something to be swept under the carpet and forgotten about it. 
They say the law is an ass. If you were to turn it upside down and look at 
the label underneath it would probably read, ‘Made in Manila.’ 

Just as I was ruminating on the imperfections of Philippine law, the 
copper came back shaking his head. 

He sat down gruffly and handed back the scribbled note. 

‘The operator says she has no access to the international operator so 
therefore we cannot put through your call. Apologies.’ 

“What? Of course, she has access to the international operator, on that 
number there. All she has to do is ring that number and tell them to 
reverse the charges.’ 

He shook his head slowly. I wanted to punch it. 

‘No access, no help. Sorry.’ 

That was 30 minutes of my time wasted. I came out of the police 
station fuming. No access? Anybody can ring the international operator 
as long as they have a landline. That got me thinking, ‘Who ran the 
phones round here?’ I did a quick Google search on my mobile. PLDT 
(formerly Philippine Long Distance Telephone Company) had their 
headquarters conveniently situated on Makati Avenue. It was only a 
short distance walk to the Ramon Cojuangco building, and I wasted no 
time in getting there. 
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Having a word with the pretty Filipina behind the front desk, then 
waiting patiently for their customer service advisor to appear, who turned 
out to be an equally attractive young woman (I secured a positive 
response by giving her a big smile, and she was hooked instantly), she 
led me into her private office where I explained my predicament. It 
helped enormously that her English was impeccable (I found out later 
she was fluent in five languages, including Mandarin). I was finally able 
to speak to the bank. 

‘Now do you understand?’ I asked the stupid woman on the other end, 
after explaining what happened for the umpteenth time. 

“Yes, but sir, we will need more than your word for it. Is there CCTV 
of them using your card at the ATM?’ 

‘No. Look, I’ve already told you, I used it. It was me at the ATM, but 
I was not in control of what I was doing as I was under the influence. 
Besides, when I used the ATM, they would’ve remained in the back- 
ground to make sure they weren’t caught on camera. These people are 
not stupid. They are very clever. They get by on their wits and know how 
to evade the law, that is why they are so successful.’ 

‘So, you have no proof that it was them controlling you, making you 
go to the bank?’ 

‘No, I don’t. I know how it sounds, but honestly it was not my 
intention to go to the bank that day as I had enough cash on me anyway.’ 

‘And what happened to that?’ 

‘They took that as well. And not being satisfied with that they also 
swindled me out of some of my savings account.’ 

‘Ah, yes. We can see on the same day you moved some money from 
that account.’ 

‘No, I did not move that money, they did.’ 

‘But how, sir? The transaction was done through your phone. We 
have all sorts of security measures in place to minimise fraudulent use. 
That’s why we always recommend using biometrics to access your app.’ 

“Yes, I know.’ I wanted to add, ‘You stupid cow.’ I didn’t. ‘I told 
you. I was under the influence. They probably got me to use my phone 
app by pressing my finger against the sensor, then as soon as the app 
opened, they took my phone off me and did something, I guess.’ 

“You guess? You mean you don’t know?’ 

God, I wanted to scream out. It was like talking to the policeman. 

‘I don’t know because I cannot remember. I was under the influence.’ 

‘I see, sir,’ she added patronisingly. 

I could tell by the tone of her voice that she did not believe a word 
and must have thought I had gone on a bender, got carried away, spent 
too much money, then woke up the next day, regretted it, and fabricated 
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this story hoping to get some of my money back. 

‘We will look into it, sir,’ was how she ended the call. I heard the 
phone click. 

That was a fat lot of good. 

I felt like adding, ‘Well, you do that. And when I come back to the 
U.K. the first thing I will do, of course, is switch banks. I’ll take my 
money elsewhere.’ 

I looked at the dead phone, then smiled at the pretty Filipina who had 
been attentively listening to my call. 

‘That is an interesting story you have there, sir.’ 

“Yes, it is, isn’t it? Unfortunately, the sad fact is, this is not a story: it 
is true. It really did happen.’ 

“Well, I do hope you get your money back. Perhaps you should think 
of transferring your funds here, then you can be assured of top-notch 
security. One of the better banks is BDO ...’ 

I stopped her there as she was beginning to come across like an 
advertisement. Also, it was one of the BDO branches the scammers 
forced me to use as they tend to have the most reliable ATMs in Makati. 

I thanked the lady kindly and left, shaking my head at the whole 
absurdity of the situation. Even I could not believe it now and decided to 
give up my pursuit of catching these criminals and getting reimbursed. 
What was the point? Nobody believed me, except Rob and Trev. 

Trying desperately to forget about the scum scammers, as he called 
them, I was forced to reconsider as I had to walk past the spot once 
again. Each time I remembered how I bumped into them, with my hostel 
being only a few yards away. 

It was now early afternoon. Trev was on his way to the casino to try 
his luck, hoping it would be on his side, taking a bus there as it was much 
cheaper than some rip-off taxi. I was looking at the low-lying wall, still 
wishing it hadn’t happened. 

I shook my head and returned to my room, got some rest, and later a 
shower soon put me back to rights, almost. The French couple had now 
moved out of my room and a new roommate had moved in; some black 
guy called Gerald who was only staying for one night. 

I did not talk to him as our paths never crossed. I only saw him briefly 
and he seemed to spend most of the evening sleeping on the top bunk 
bed. 
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I was feeling irritable. I couldn’t bear the thought of staying in all 
alone tonight, nor of going to the City of Dreams, Parafiaque, some four 
miles away to watch Trev trying to make a fast buck at a game of cards. I 
decided to go out by myself, visit some of our old haunts, then think 
what to do. I now only had two days left before my visa ran out. The 
song ‘Should I Stay or Should I Go’ was playing in my head. Did I really 
want to go back? Back to what? Back to cold weather? Back to hefty 
bills? Back to a mind-numbing job? Back to some damp-infested squalid 
flat which cost the earth? Back to dealing with unscrupulous landlords 
who didn’t give a shit about your health as long as you paid the rent? Or 
did I want to stay here, extend my visa, make do with what little I had 
left? If the latter, then it would only be on the condition that Trev was 
successful tonight. We could set up a business together, endeavour to 
make it work, even if it was not that lucrative or viable to begin with. It 
would be worth taking the risk, for there’s no point in having a dream if 
you aren’t prepared to put some effort into making it a reality. 

I put my best clothes on, and a suitable frame of mind, leaving all my 
options open. Prior to heading out I had been in constant touch with 
Trev, just making sure he got there safely, and advising him to keep me 
updated. He said it was going to be a long night as there was little play at 
the moment, whatever he meant by that, but promised to keep me abreast 
of things. 

I headed across the road, to the Bazaar, the place where we first 
started drinking together, getting to know each other. It was reasonably 
busy, with a good crowd. As usual I headed straight for the bar, always 
the safest bet, pleased to see the barman knew me well enough by now to 


198 


Chapter 5: A Night on the Town 


fetch a cold bottle of Pilsen from the fridge and plonk it on the bar. 

‘Evening, sir. Where’s your friend?’ 

I liked the way he asked me that. It demonstrated he was aware that 
Trev and I were friends. As we had been coming here on a regular basis 
since we met, then it was quite natural we should be regarded as such. 

‘He’s at the casino. If he wins, he’ll be back. You’ll see.’ 

The barman smiled. I wondered if it was because of the foul look he 
was given by Trev the last time: if he won a large amount would Trev 
offer to give the barman a generous tip this time? 

That was an intriguing question. 

I took a table by the back, where we used to sit, and pondered on how 
well he was doing. Just as I was tempted to text him to find out, he beat 
me to it with one word, ‘Winning!’ I had to assume he was doing well. 

I ignored my phone as the band came on, one of the regular session 
musicians who play here once a week, with a great female vocalist who 
could really project her voice. I was tapping my foot to some of the old 
classics like ‘Don’t Wanna Miss a Thing,’ ‘We are the Champions,’ 
“You Give Love a Bad Name,’ ‘Take My Breath Away,’ ‘You Ought to 
Know,’ ‘Wonderful Tonight,’ ‘Sweet Child O’ Mine,’ also ‘Price Tag,’ 
and surprisingly a good rocky version of Radiohead’s ‘Creep,’ minus the 
f-word. If I returned to England, this was going to be one of the things I 
would probably miss the most. 

I went back to the bar, ordered the same again, this time giving the 
barman a generous tip, and returned to my table, with the band finishing 
to a rapturous applause, including me giving them an appreciative cheer, 
with the girl shouting out, ‘Thank you, sir. Where are you from?’ 
‘England,’ I shouted back, not even caring if she believed me or not. She 
continued, ‘I’ve been there.’ ‘Really?’ I asked. ‘Yes, in my dreams,’ she 
joked, which got everyone laughing. 

Why is it that people in one country wished they were in another? 
There would be no holidaying or tourist industry if everyone wanted to 
stay at home. Far off exotic sounding places always come across as 
attractive to anyone living in dull sounding places like Grimsby, Hull, 
Scunthorpe, Hartlepool, Warrington, Doncaster, Whitby, Gosport, etc. 
Hence Freddy Laker was able to amass a small fortune back in the late 
sixties and early seventies, offering cheap, cut-price flights, because it 
had to be better than staying at home. How complacent we become when 
at home, with jobs we’re conditioned into, and a television offering 
opium for the masses, keeping people sedated in their somnolent apathy, 
too lethargic to even move off the couch, only content by living their 
lives vicariously through all the intrigues of the latest soaps. Did I really 
want to go back to that as well, to all the rubbish I had left behind? 
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Yes, so far, I was enjoying my little stay here, marred by one incident 
which could inevitably have been avoided if I had kept my wits about 
me. Nor was I prepared to let such an irreversible thing like that affect 
me too deeply. As Rob mentioned, it could have been much worse. I was 
still alive, thankfully: they weren’t murderers. And having suffered one 
misfortune, I refused to let it take the wind out of my sails. I was in one 
of the most exciting parts of Manila, Makati, and I was determined to 
enjoy what nightlife it had to offer. 

I headed for the exit, unsure where I was going, and drifted along 
seeing whatever may come my way, with Trev sending another positive 
update, ‘Still winning,’ and me praying he would not be stupid enough to 
gamble all his winnings away. 

For some inexplicable reason I ended up back at Shooters, after a 
quick trawl round town. It must be because it’s the only place I feel safe 
and comfortable, somewhere I don’t feel I’m likely to get ripped off. 

As was my custom, I headed for the bar and waited to get served. I 
bumped into an Australian guy standing next to me also waiting to get 
served. We often saw him round town. He was one of those people who 
was out every night, always on Burgos, and the nearby streets. To me he 
seemed the type who was afraid to stay in, even for one night, in case 
they missed anything. As usual he was dressed in his distinctive looking 
way: denim jeans and jacket, a white T-shirt, and a pale grey baseball 
cap, almost the same shade and style as Trev’s. He wore his white hair 
long at the back, touching his shoulders, with a fringe at the front, and a 
pair of silver-framed glasses. 

Being in a social mood, I thought it was only right to greet him and 
say hello to the expat since we had never been formally introduced. 

‘Hi, my name’s Joe. How are you doing?’ 

‘Hi. Andy.’ 

We shook hands as he ordered two bottles of San Miguel Light. Is 
that all Australians drink? 

‘I’ve seen you around here before,’ I began, to get the conversation 
started. 

‘I bet you have because I’m always out. Been here about 6 months 
now, know every place in town.’ 

‘Really. Well, I’ve only been in Makati for about two weeks or so. 
Still finding my way round.’ 

I could see we weren’t quite hitting it off so I decided to try a 
different angle. 

‘Being Australian, you may know my friend Trev from New Zealand. 
He always wears a baseball cap, just like yours.’ 

Having now been served, he grabbed both bottles, tumed to face me 
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directly, and looked me straight in the eye, the look exaggerated by his 
glasses, ‘Oh, yes. I know Trey, all right.’ 

Then walked off. 

Strange, the way he said that. I was intrigued, as if there was some 
underlying message in those few words, emphasised by the way he 
deliberately made a point of locking eyes with me. The implication of 
that short statement soon left me when I noticed he was with a young 
Filipina. She was waiting for him at one of the tables and smiled when he 
sat down. He was obviously on a date, which was more important than 
talking tittle-tattle with some tourist. I shrugged it off, ordered a cold 
bottle of Pilsen and took a seat at the other end of the bar by the pool 
table where we had been playing the night before. I checked my phone. 
No other messages from Trev: he must be busy. 

I spent the next ten minutes watching two Chinese guys playing pool, 
or should I say trying to. Don’t know if it was because they were drunk, 
yet they certainly weren’t demonstrating any skill in the game and kept 
laughing between shots. I too wanted to laugh, especially later when one 
of them sent the cue ball flying, just as Trev had done. I let out a snigger 
and supped my beer. 

‘Would you like a game, sir?’ 

I hadn’t noticed the tiny Filipina member of staff standing next to me. 
She was so short you could be forgiven for thinking she was sitting. 

“Yes, why not,’ I replied, thinking it could be amusing. 

‘Good. [’ll put your name down. What is it, sir?’ 

‘Joe,’ I replied, trying not to smirk. 

She smiled. 

I watched her go over to the white board. With a big black felt tip pen 
she added my name to the bottom of the list. There were about three 
others due to play. Again, I shrugged it off. I was in no hurry. It was only 
10 o’clock and I had all night. 

Mercifully the two Chinese finished their game after finally managing 
to pot the black. They were taking ages and kept messing about between 
shots. Hardly professional or polite when others were due to play. Then a 
girl came over and started racking up the balls. She was dressed in jeans 
and a T-shirt that was so loose, every time she bent down to retrieve a 
ball from one of the pockets, I couldn’t help noticing she wasn’t wearing 
a bra. She was a Filipina, about 25, I guessed, and not bad looking. Then 
this other girl came over to join her, who must have been her friend by 
the way they interacted with each other. She was white, with long blonde 
hair, wearing a light, yellow-coloured satin dress that was tight in all the 
right places, with high heeled shoes which helped to emphasise her back- 
side every time she walked round the table. 
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‘I wouldn’t mind playing with her,’ I murmured to myself. 

She didn’t hear me, but noticed I was looking at her and smiled. I 
smiled back in a gentlemanly fashion and watched the way she perched 
herself on a high stool and crossed her legs as her friend started the game 
against the winner. It was a hard break, sending the balls scattering in all 
directions. 

‘Good shot,’ I shouted, quite impressed. 

There is something unusual about girls trying to play pool. Perhaps 
that is not fair, and may sound sexist coming from a man, but they never 
seem to be able to play properly: they look like they are always only 
practising and never playing, sometimes making a right hash of a shot, 
with no thought of the after-shot or where the cue ball will end up. And 
their sense of angles appears to be misjudged so the ball veers off to the 
wrong side of the table, completely missing the pocket. But as I watched 
this girl, I slowly began to change my mind. It looked like she had had a 
lot of practice and knew how to play. Within five minutes she had potted 
all her balls with the Chinese guy still having four left on the table. He 
kept looking at his friend and shrugging. Within seven minutes she had 
completely demolished him, and he and his friend left defeated. 

I gave the girl a round of applause and ordered another drink. This 
was going to be an interesting night, especially since her friend in the 
tight dress was now playing. 

I settled back in my seat and watched, not really caring who won as I 
could see I was next on the list. At first, I fancied playing against the one 
in jeans and T-shirt, yet her loose top could prove to be distracting, until 
I watched her friend break, immediately potting a ball. I cheered her on. 

‘Thank you,’ she hollered back. 

In less than five minutes she potted as many of her balls. I thought the 
other one was good, but this one was even better, showing a certain 
amount of control over the balls, and getting the angles right, using the 
pearl markers on the sides to line up each shot. 

I nodded with satisfaction as she potted another, then somehow made 
a right hash of the next shot. 

“What was that!’ I shouted across the room. 

‘I fucked up, okay,’ she protested, stamping her feet. 

I went over and demonstrated what she should have done by taking 
her cue and re-lining the shot, without hitting the ball. 

‘Like that, see,’ I suggested, handing back the cue. ‘Now you try.’ 

She frowned at me as if she did not like being told how to play, 
coming from a man, as she was evidently familiar with the game. 

She bent over the table, with her backside sticking out, and was about 
to take a shot when I came up behind her. 
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‘No, you need to be lower,’ I instructed her, my crotch now almost 
touching her backside. ‘Always make sure you’re not only looking at the 
cue ball, but also the intended target with the cue almost touching the 
baize, so you’re at the same level, like this.’ 

It may have been the drink, or pure lust, but I bent over further, my 
crotch deliberately up against her tidy ass, my chest now rubbing her 
back, and took the cue gently from her hand and moved it back and forth 
in a suggestive manner. She did not need to be told what I was doing: she 
knew. She swung her head round and gave me a look. I smiled. She 
didn’t. I backed off and left her to it. It did work, though, as her next shot 
was perfect, potting the ball straight into the intended pocket. 

‘Bravo!’ I chirped jubilantly and clapped. 

Her friend also gave me a look and shook her head. I shrugged and 
went back to my seat and waited for their game to finish. 

Isabel—for that was the name on the board—of course won, and I 
was delighted to be playing against such a formidable opponent. 

I broke, deliberately hitting the cue ball hard so all the balls scattered 
over the table, without potting anything. 

“What’s your name?’ she asked as she went to take her shot. 

‘Joe,’ I told her, pointing at the board. 

‘Oh, so it is,’ she responded, as if unimpressed. ‘My name’s Isabel.’ 

‘So I gathered.’ 

She started conversing with me in a casual manner as if her attitude 
was more relaxed now, taking each shot in the same way, not really 
caring if she won or lost. 

‘So how long have you been here?’ she asked, taking another shot. 

‘Nearly a month,’ I replied, determined not to be beaten by a girl. 

I also noticed the short Filipina added a couple of more names to the 
board, both male presumably, which meant if I won, I would have to stay 
on and play against them. 

‘So how long you staying?’ 

‘I’m not sure yet. I may renew my visa, get it extended, or I may 
move on elsewhere.’ 

‘Why? Don’t you like it here?’ 

‘Oh, I love it, but I need to find somewhere cheaper. How long are 
you here for?’ 

‘What?’ 

“Well, how long have you been staying here?’ 

‘T live here.’ 

‘Oh,’ I replied, somewhat dumbfounded. 

‘I’m not a tourist,’ she protested. ‘Did you think I was?’ 

‘But you’re white!’ 
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‘No,’ she replied. ‘I’m a Filipina.’ 

‘Are you?’ 

I looked to her friend, who was busy texting on her phone, and simply 
nodded. ‘She is a Filipina,’ she said. ‘All you guys make that mistake.’ 

‘Look, it’s simple,’ Isabel began to explain. ‘My mother is from the 
Philippines, my father is from Greece, and I was born in the U.S.A.’ 

‘Oh, I see,’ I replied. ‘So, you could say you’re multinational.’ 

‘Tf you like, yes.’ 

‘But your English is perfect, although it does have a slight accent.’ 

“Yes, that’s because I was born in Texas. I grew up there, then came 
over here with my parents when I was twelve.’ 

‘So, do you speak Tagalog?’ 

‘I speak Tagalog, English, and a bit of Greek my father taught me.’ 

‘How interesting.’ 

With that I rammed the black ball home. 

‘Good shot!’ she exclaimed, delighted I had won so she could sit with 
her friend. 

Then a big burly guy approached the table and shook my hand. I think 
he said his name was Dani or something. His accent was that strong it 
was hard to make out. I let him set up the balls for the next game and 
went over to Isabel and her friend. 

‘Would you like a drink?’ I asked the pair. 

‘T’ll have one,’ Isabel replied. ‘But Kim has to go.’ 

‘Oh, where to?’ 

‘She’s going to pick up her boyfriend.’ 

‘Oh, you drive, do you?’ 

Kim nodded. ‘A scooter.’ 

‘I see. Everyone has a scooter round here,’ I remarked casually. 

It was true. As soon as they come of age, the first thing Filipinos do is 
buy a scooter. That’s why there are millions of them on the road. Too 
many, for my liking. 

Kim looked at me, smiled and got off her stool. 

‘I bet you’ve got a scooter,’ I jested to Isabel. 

‘No. Nor do I have a boyfriend,’ she replied, shaking her head. 

Kim gave her friend a light peck on the cheek as she was about to 
leave, stopping to wave me a quick goodbye. I did likewise and watched 
her exit, unsure if I was relieved or not, but glad. It meant I could now 
have a cosy chat with the lovely Isabel, alone. 

‘How interesting,’ I repeated, now aware she didn’t have a boyfriend. 

I ordered a couple of more drinks and watched Dani, or whatever his 
name was (the writing on the board wasn’t clear either), break and knew 
instinctively I was not playing against a good player. You could tell by 
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the way he held his cue, holding it halfway down when it should be at 
least three quarters of the way up, not resting the cue on his other hand 
properly either, causing him to make a foul. I took my turn and thought 
about purposefully playing badly so I could sit with Isabel and have a 
good chat. She had made a point of indicating to me she was free, no 
boyfriend, and that’s all that mattered to me, far more important than 
winning some lousy game. But I figured it would not impress her, so I’d 
better play well. She was watching me like a hawk, especially whenever 
I bent over the table with my backside sticking out. I noticed she was 
having a good look. Then she got her phone out and started videoing me, 
which put me off somewhat, yet delighted to see me pot the black. 

‘Good shot, Joe!’ she yelped, clapping wildly. 

‘Thanks.’ 

I shook hands with Dani who promptly vacated the table, then turned 
to take a sip of my victory drink. 

‘So, what are your plans for tonight?’ I asked her. 

‘Nothing much. How about you?’ 

“Well, I was thinking there’s a nice Korean restaurant down the road. 
We could go there for a bite to eat.’ 

She shook her head and pointed to the other guy who was setting up 
the next game. ‘You have another game to play.’ 

I had quite forgotten. ‘No, I meant afterwards.’ 

“We can get something here.’ 

‘Oh, okay. If you want.’ 

“What do you fancy?’ 

‘I’m not bothered. Just order a snack or something.’ 

As I watched the other player break, I could see I was playing against 
another opponent who wasn’t that good either. I’m not brilliant, even 
though I have been playing since my teens, intermittently, but even I had 
to admit I was much better than this guy. I was trying to watch him, suss 
the next move, keep my eye on my phone to see if there was anything 
from Trev, all the while keeping my eye on Isabel who was ordering 
from the menu. I knew food at this place was not cheap, therefore I was 
worried she might go over the top. 

Isabel called the waitress over and placed an order, handing her back 
the menu, then looked to me. 

“What did you order?’ I asked. 

‘Just some tacos.’ 

That was all right, I guessed, thinking it would be tacos in a bag. 
When the order turned up it nearly put me off my next shot: the waitress 
placed a huge bowl of tacos on the table next to where Isabel was sitting. 
I couldn’t believe the size of the thing, piled high with God-knows-what. 
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It looked like various salads, including olives, covered in a creamy sauce. 

‘How much was that?’ I asked, concerned. 

‘Don’t worry,’ she replied nonchalantly, then indicated it was my turn 
at the game. 

As I played, I watched her tuck in. She appeared to have an enormous 
appetite, relishing every morsel as she took bite after bite, cramming it in 
her mouth. I was wondering if there would be anything left for me by the 
time the game finished. Luckily, it did not take long to beat the guy. We 
shook hands. I went over to Isabel, pleased to sit, and have something to 
eat, or what was left of it. 

‘That was delicious,’ she said, licking her lips. ‘Thanks.’ 

She gave me a quick peck on the cheek and finished her drink. 

Without even asking she ordered another bottle, then looked at me. 
“Would you like one as well?’ asking in such a fashion as if to suggest it 
was her round. 

I simply nodded. 

I had the feeling I would be paying for it, and just hoped I had enough 
cash to cover the bill. I knew what these girls were like now, having 
come across too many already. They were quite happy to order food and 
drink, expecting you to pay for everything, not even offering to chip in 
towards the cost. This was quite different from the attitude back home 
where if somebody bought you a drink, you had to buy one back, even if 
you were in a round with a girl. Here they didn’t see why they should, as 
if somehow privileged, entitled to free food and drink all night. 

I played along with her game thinking I might get something out of it. 
That posed another problem: where would I take her? I couldn’t take her 
back to my place, not with another guest staying in my room. It would 
have to be one of the hotels, like the Hotel Sogo, so-called because it is 
‘So clean. So good ...’ There were quite a few dotted around Metro 
Manila, including one on the corner of Ansa Street and Makati Avenue, 
just up the road from Shooters. They were said to be cheap. You could 
rent a room for three hours for about 500 pesos. Most of the prostitutes 
used them for that reason as punters didn’t want to pay too much, not on 
top of what they were already paying for their escort ‘hire.’ 

Isabel nudged me to make me aware I was on for another game, this 
time against some tall black guy who refused to shake hands with me. He 
seemed to be more interested in the girl I was with than the game itself. 
He was good, thank God. I was pleased he played a better game than me. 
I lost gracefully. Isabel frowned at me, as if I had done it on purpose. 

‘What?’ I asked her innocently and sat down so I could finish the 
tacos and have a drink. 

‘That was a lousy game.’ 
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‘No, it wasn’t. He’s a good player. He won, fair and square.’ 

‘But look how well you played here,’ she said, getting out her phone 
and showing me the video of when I was playing about an hour ago, less 
drunk, less tired. ‘You’re a good player. You should have won that.’ 

‘Look,’ I started to defend myself, my hand resting on her knee, ‘I’m 
tired, okay? It’s been a long day. All I want to do is to sit with you now, 
get to know all about you.’ 

She took my hand from her knee and stood up. I too got to my feet, 
wondering where we were going. She led me to a large sofa up against 
the side wall. Here we could sit in comfort and hopefully get intimate. I 
sprawled across a large cushion with Isabel curled up next to me. 

‘So, what do you want to talk about?’ she asked glibly. 

“You. I want to know all about you.’ 

“There’s not much to tell except what I have told you already. I’m 22, 
have been living in Makati for ten years, and I don’t have a boyfriend.’ 

“Why don’t you have a boyfriend?’ 

She shrugged in that tight yellow dress of hers. ‘Don’t know. Perhaps 
guys think I’m weird. Filipinos don’t like me because I’m not really one 
of them. Guys like you don’t like me because I’m not one of you either.’ 

‘T like you.’ 

She stared at me, unsure if I was serious or not, and finished her drink 
then waved the empty bottle at the waitress who came over and took an 
order for two more beers. I consented as I was content now just to sit 
with this gorgeous girl and chat. 

“You do?’ 

“Yes, I do.’ 

‘Good. Then you won’t object to me having something else to eat.’ 

Before I could say anything, she asked for the menu again when the 
waitress delivered our drinks. 

“You can’t still be hungry, surely!’ 

‘I’m starving. I haven’t eaten all day.’ 

I didn’t believe her, thinking she was out to take advantage of my 
generosity, my good nature, now wishing I hadn’t come to Shooters after 
all. How much was this going to cost me! 

Again, without consulting me she ordered a Hawaiian pizza and 
settled back with her drink, then shook her hair. 

‘Shit!’ 

“What’s the matter?’ 

‘My hair. It has become all matted. The sweat ruins it.’ 

‘I think you have lovely hair,’ I whispered in her ear, and gently 
pulled her hair back so it was no longer in her eyes. 

‘Here,’ she said, reaching in her handbag and pulling out a scrunchie. 
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‘Do my hair in a ponytail.’ 

It was like an order. I sat up and did the best I could to get her long 
hair into a tail that was manageable and somehow twist the scrunchie in 
half, so it fitted tightly. My first attempt was lousy. I had to start all over 
again, finally getting it reasonably tight, with her long hair now trailing 
in a single strand down her back. 

‘Thanks. That will stop my hair getting in the pizza.’ 

‘Quite sensible.’ 

From out of the corner, where some old Filipinas were sitting, there 
appeared an older one who came over and said something to Isabel in 
Tagalog which made her laugh. The old Filipina smiled at me and went 
back to join the others, who all nodded and winked at me. 

“What did she say?’ I asked, intrigued. 

‘She said we make a lovely couple.’ 

I laughed too and gestured to the old woman with my drink. 

When the pizza turned up, I was glad to see it was only a medium 
size, and not some huge monstrosity. Uncannily, Isabel picked up a slice 
between her fingers and aimed it at my mouth, in much the same way 
Marie had done with those slices of mango. It was quite unnerving, 
immediately putting me on guard. My wariness was brought back to the 
fore. They wouldn’t lace it, surely, I was thinking as I took a bite of the 
tasty offering. It was a stupid notion which I had yet to quash. ‘I must be 
more trusting,’ I was still telling myself, and shook off the imbecility of 
it all as she indulged me like a pampered pet, helping herself to a slice 
and feeding me another, and another until it was all gone. I watched the 
young woman smile, licking her lips like a well satisfied cat. 

She quickly downed the rest of her drink. I finished mine, wondering 
what was going to be happening next. 

She pulled out her phone and started playing with it, scrolling through 
texts and images. 

‘Are you on Facebook?’ she asked. 

‘Of course. Isn’t everybody?’ 

‘Show me.’ 

I grabbed her phone and opened up the Facebook app. I searched for 
my name; it came up straight away, then put through a friend request. 

‘There you go,’ I said, handing it back. 

She accepted my request. I opened up mine and was surprised to see 
her surname was Agridopolous. 

‘How do you pronounce that?’ I asked. 

‘It’s Greek.’ 

‘I can see that.’ 

‘I told you; my father is Greek.’ 
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‘I know. You told me. So how do you pronounce it?’ 

She clasped my lips between the fingers of her right hand and made 
me mimic her pronunciation, syllable by syllable, then laughed. 

I messaged her something simple: ‘I really like you.’ 

She messaged me back: ‘I like you too.’ 

‘So where do you fancy going?’ I asked. 

‘Not bothered. It’s only one o’clock.’ 

“Well, we could go to a hotel. There’s one not far from here.’ 

‘Oh, yes?’ 

“Yes. Where we could get to know each other better.’ 

She smiled at me, reading my mind. ‘I need to go for a pee first.’ 

‘Okay, and I need to pay the bill.’ 

I watched her walk to the ladies, loving the way her slightly wide 
bottom wiggled in those high heels of hers. The thought of having her, 
even for an hour, was making me hard. I rushed over to the bar, waited 
patiently for the barman to finish making a cocktail, and was staggered to 
receive a hefty bill. 

“What? How did it come to this much?’ 

‘Is there something wrong, sir?’ he asked. 

I couldn’t believe it and shook my head, then checked to see how 
much cash I had. Not enough. 

‘Can I pay by card?’ 

‘Certainly, sir.’ 

I then questioned what I was doing, being generous to a girl I had 
only just met, a possible fly-by-night, a user perhaps, and all the while 
hoping she was not out to scam me as well. 

As soon as my card was returned, I wasted no time in getting to the 
toilets and waited for her to come out. The bouncer on the door looked at 
me and gestured, pointing outside. What? Had she left? 

He opened the door wide, and I was glad to see Isabel standing on the 
steps having a cigarette and talking to someone on her phone. When she 
saw me, she hung up, stubbed out her cigarette and turned to face me. 

‘I was wondering where you were.’ 

‘So was I,’ I breathed with a sigh of relief, pleased to see she hadn’t 
done a runner. ‘Sorry, but there was a queue at the bar.’ 

“You paid the bill?’ 

“Yes, thanks. A nice big bill.’ 

I was hoping she would get the hint. She didn’t. Instead, she turned to 
face the narrow back lane. 

‘So, where we going?’ 

I indicated to the West. ‘There’s a hotel up the road there.’ 

‘On the way we can stop off at a club. I want to do some dancing.’ 
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I said to myself, ‘Oh, God. Here we go again.’ 

‘Come on,’ she said, taking my hand and dragging me up the lane. 

We turned onto Burgos, crossed over the junction, then over the road 
until we came to a narrow doorway with the sign ‘Nautika’ above it. The 
bouncer opened the door and ushered us inside. 

“Why here?’ I asked as we ascended the narrow, short flight of stairs, 
her backside in my face. 

‘Because I have some friends here.’ 

As soon as we entered the small room, I began to have misgivings. 
There was a bar along one wall, a couple of pool tables towards the other 
end, yet little in the way of a dance floor. If there was one, it was so 
small it was negligible. To the side lots of girls were standing around, 
doing very little in particular, yet delighted to see another man enter the 
club. I was expecting them to pounce. They didn’t. They held back as 
soon as they saw I was with Isabel. Were these her friends? They looked 
like the sort who would leech off any man unwittingly entering their lair. 
Instinctively, I hated the place. 

‘Come on,’ she said again. 

This time she grabbed my hand and hauled me over to a big cubicle 
full of other girls and plonked me down in the middle of them. 

What the hell was going on? 

Then an old Filipina, probably a mamasang, came over and asked 
what I wanted to drink. Isabel ordered two bottles of beer for me and 
herself, and a shot for her friend, a girl with cat-like eyes who wasted no 
time cuddling up next to me, her hand going in under my top, stroking 
my chest, her mouth close to my neck. 

‘Hi,’ she purred. 

‘Hi,’ I responded, then looked to Isabel for an explanation. 

‘That’s my friend, Kitty.’ 

‘Really? What are we doing here?’ 

‘Just relax, Joe. It’s still early. We have plenty of time.’ 

Isabel sat next to me with her friend still purring away, pawing at me, 
like I was her play-doll. I tried to ignore her. Then the drinks were 
served, and I was alarmed to see that the mamasang was having a drink 
with us as well, which no doubt I would be paying for. I rolled my eyes 
wishing I could extricate myself, but it was impossible, with Isabel and 
the mamasang on one side of me, Kitty and her colleagues on the other, 
there was no escape, except climbing over the table, or better still, having 
a fully equipped ejector seat. That was the only way I was going to get 
out of this. I felt I was in the backseat with Marie and Plain Jane again, 
similarly trapped. 

Isabel was drinking quickly, like there was no tomorrow, then ordered 
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another shot for her friend who had downed hers in one. 

“What are you doing?’ I quizzed her. 

‘I’m getting her another drink.’ 

‘Why? Are you going to pay for it?’ 

‘No, you are.’ 

‘No, I’m not. She’s your friend. You pay for it.’ 

‘Joe, I don’t have any money.’ 

‘Nor do I!’ 

‘But I thought you liked me?’ 

‘I do, but that doesn’t mean I have to pay for her drinks. I’m not rich. 
I cannot afford it. Don’t you understand?’ 

“Well, if you’re going to be like that, maybe I should just go.’ 

‘Why?’ 

“You quite clearly don’t care about me.’ 

Just then more drinks turned up. I noticed Isabel had finished her 
bottle and was starting on the next, handing another shot to her friend 
who simply said, ‘Thanks, Joe,’ and downed it in one, again. 

“Why are you doing this?’ I asked, wishing I could grab her arm and 
shake some sense into the silly girl. 

‘I see. If you’re going to be like that then I had better go.’ 

Isabel gulped down the rest of her drink, finished the bottle, got up as 
if about to leave. 

‘Wait,’ I pleaded with her. ‘Let me pay the bill. I’ll come with you.’ 

I managed to free myself from the clutches of her friend, squeezed 
past her colleagues, and hit the bar, all the while keeping my eye on 
Isabel, making sure she was still standing there. She was, yes, defiantly, 
hands on hips, her eyes boring into mine, smouldering away. 

I felt a tug on my shoulder, turned round and was handed the bill. 
Again, I was shocked. 

‘How much???’ 

I looked to where Isabel should have been. She was gone, with her 
friends pointing at the door. 

The bitch had left, with me holding the bill. 

For the second time in only a few minutes I had to pay by card, and 
anxiously waited for it to be processed, with Kitty coming up to me, 
stroking my arm. 

‘Fancy a game of pool, dear?’ 

‘No!’ I shouted at her. 

As soon as my card was in my hand, I made a mad dash for the door. 

Outside, I couldn’t see her anywhere. She had mysteriously vanished, 
just like those girls at that bistro that time. I looked up and down the 
street, shaking my head. ‘Ever get the feeling you’ve been scammed?’ I 
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hissed to myself, in chagrined resignation. 

I pulled out my phone, messaged her: ‘Where are you? Where have 
you gone?’ 

Foolishly, I expected a response. None was forthcoming. Why should 
there be? She got what she wanted out of me: free drinks and a meal, and 
that was it. I could not be bothered to search for her, and having no idea 
where she lived, I wouldn’t even know where to start. It was now late, 
getting on for 2.00. All I wanted to do was go to bed. I had had enough. 

Tired and drunk, I turned my back on Burgos Street and cursed her, 
with clenched fists, then started heading back to my hostel, praying I 
wouldn’t bump into her on the way there—for her sake. 
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I woke up the following morning feeling slightly worse for wear, think- 
ing I may have overdone it last night, yet not nearly as bad as when I 
woke up last Sunday, thank God. Understandably, I never want to feel 
like that ever again. 

I automatically reached for my phone to see what time it was. I 
figured it was late; only 9.00 A.M. Not too bad. I also checked for any 
new messages, quite forgetting all about that bitch Isabel until I saw my 
message to her late last night. Suddenly, it all came flooding back. I 
shook my head despondently. What a fool I had been, spending all my 
money on some stupid girl who encouraged me to buy drinks for her, as 
well as her friends, thinking I would get something out of it, who then 
buggers off and leaves me stranded. The only way I could get to sleep 
was by repressing what had happened, trying to forget all about her. The 
recollection brought back with it a certain amount of anger. This was 
inevitably accompanied by some resentment. It did not put me in a good 
mood for the rest of the day, put it that way. Nor was I impressed by her 
lack of response. I wasn’t really expecting one anyway: that would have 
been too decent of her, knowing now she was not an honourable person. 

It was quite obvious now what she was up to: scamming me, taking 
me for a ride, like everybody else around here. 

I got the impression she had no intention of going to the hotel with 
me. All she wanted to do was use me, get what she could out of me, 
dump me and go home. I could imagine that’s what she was telling her 
friend on the phone whilst I was at the bar waiting to pay the bill. Who 
she was talking to I had no idea, for as soon as she saw me, she hung up. 
It could have been her friend, Kim. Like Cherie telling the rest of the 
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gang the plan of action, Isabel would have been detailing her next move, 
telling her friend something along the lines: ‘Listen, Kim, I’m with this 
guy right now. We’ve had some drinks and something to eat. He wants 
me to go with him to a hotel. I have no intention of going there, not with 
him. So why don’t you meet me later. Pick me up, say around 1.30, 
outside Nautika. I’ll take him there, get him to sit with the girls, make 
sure he cannot escape easily by getting him to buy loads of drinks so he 
will be faced with a large bill. I'll text you when I’m ready to leave. 
Okay?’ Then as soon as she was outside, Kim pulled up on her scooter. 
Isabel hopped on and off they went, laughing all the way home. That was 
the only way I could account for how she disappeared so quickly. I was 
two minutes at the bar sorting out the bill and outside in less than 15 
seconds. By that time she had vanished into thin air. Of course, I was not 
expecting to see her hop on a scooter: I was looking for a girl by herself 
walking back the street. There wasn’t one. I gnashed my teeth thinking 
about it, nor really caring if my assumption about this scenario was 
correct or not. I needed to forget about this Isabel, dismiss her as another 
mistake on my part, wipe her from my mind, put it behind me, and move 
on. She and Kim could have been lesbians, for all I cared. 

However, my mood soon got the better of me and I couldn’t resist the 
temptation to message her and let her know what I really thought of her. 
I attempted to: there was a problem. She had only gone and blocked me! 

“What the fuck did I do wrong to you?’ I shouted out, forgetting there 
was another guest in the room. 

I shifted out of bed slightly, swung my head round, could see his bunk 
bed was empty, the bed unmade, the sheets now hanging over the sides. 
He must’ve left in a hurry. I then cast my weary eyes over to the opposite 
side of the room, to the long table attached to the far wall. Underneath it 
people were in the habit of stashing their things, like bags, suitcases, 
footwear, etc., including his: they were gone. He most definitely had left. 
Then I noticed something was amiss. At first, I couldn’t work out what it 
was. It took me a good minute to realise something else was missing. 
Then it hit me: my white carrier bag. It was not where I left it yesterday. 

‘Shit!’ I exclaimed as I jumped out of bed and crossed to the other 
side of the room. It wasn’t my imagination: the thing had vanished. But 
who on earth could have taken it? There were only two people with 
access to this room last night; me and Gerald, the guy I had still yet to 
speak with. I went over to the locker he was using. His padlock had been 
removed, enabling me to open it. The thing was empty. Foolishly I was 
thinking my bag may have been put in there by mistake. No, why should 
it be? It doesn’t take a genius to come up with the only true, possible 
conclusion: the bastard Gerald had nicked it. But why? 
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‘Um, excuse me,’ I stammered, trying to get the girl’s attention, who 
was busy with her paperwork. 

Eventually she looked up from her desk. ‘Morning, sir.’ 

‘Morning. The guy staying in my room last night, has he gone?’ 

She looked down at her book, then nodded. ‘Yes, sir. He checked out 
first thing. Why, sir?’ 

“Because I would like to report a theft. He stole my bag.’ 

“Your bag, sir?’ 

“Yes, my bag. The one I left on the floor in our room.’ 

‘I see, sir. Well, we always recommend using the lockers.’ 

‘I know, but there was no room in my locker, that’s why I left it on 
the floor, thinking it would be safe, out of the way, and where it had been 
the past few days without any trouble.’ 

‘I see. It may not have been him, sir. The cleaners may have moved it. 
Let me check, sir.’ 

What? Why would they move it? 

She was now on the phone, speaking Tagalog. Whilst I was waiting it 
occurred to me it would be simply foolish of the cleaners to take a bag 
and throw it out, especially when they had seen it there every morning, 
and knew it belonged to me. 

‘The head cleaner will be with you shortly, sir.’ 

It was pointless asking him. I was not in the mood for this: it’s hardly 
what you need first thing in the morning when you’re still suffering from 
a hangover. I shook my head. 

The head cleaner came up the stairs two minutes later. I explained 
what had happened. He started acting all apologetic, repeatedly saying, 
‘Sorry, sir. Sorry.” Why was he apologising? He had not done anything 
wrong. It was quite obvious Gerald had stolen my bag; why ignore such 
a blatant fact? Why was he being so defensive about someone who was 
quite clearly a thief? He then insisted on returning to my room to check 
for himself, and walked in surprised to see it was no longer there. 

‘It’s not there, sir.’ 

God, if only he was Einstein! 

“Yes, I know it isn’t there. It has been taken.’ 

‘No, sir. We not take it.’ 

‘No. I know you haven’t taken it. It was taken by him,’ I told him, 
pointing to the top bunk, now empty. 

‘No, sir. He not have your bag. Only his own bag.’ 

“Yes, but he could’ve put my bag in his and walked out this morning 
without anybody noticing.’ 

‘No, sir,’ he kept saying, shaking his head in that irritable way Asians 
do when they cannot assimilate such simple facts. ‘No, sir. He not have 
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your bag. Come. We go check.’ 

‘Where?’ 

‘I show you,’ he said, gesturing for me to follow. 

The short stout fellow took me down to the basement where they keep 
all the industrial-sized bins, convinced that by checking each one my 
white carrier bag would miraculously appear. I knew he was trying to 
placate me, making out he was being helpful, but to me it was a pointless 
exercise. It was perfectly obvious where it was, with Gerald: it certainly 
had not been dumped here. Even Sherlock Holmes would have arrived at 
such a logical deduction. This was all for show, I got the impression, to 
demonstrate they were concerned at my loss, making an effort as part of 
their campaign designed to convey how much they cared about their 
guests. It was pretty much an empty gesture, a charade, invalid and thus 
worthless, as far as I was concerned. 

‘No bag, sir,’ he infamously concluded. 

‘Really?’ I remarked sarcastically. ‘I know there is no bag here. It has 
been stolen. That is why you won’t find it here.’ 

He started shaking his head again, irritably, then gestured for me to 
follow him out. Now where to? Wherever it was, this was going to be 
another pointless exercise. 

He only took me back to the lobby and reported to the girl behind the 
desk there was no bag to be found. 

“What was in the bag, sir?’ she asked, with pen and paper in hand as 
if about to make an inventory. 

‘Nothing special, just a few things I collected on my travels, like rolls 
of toilet paper, bars of soap, small tubes of toothpaste, tissues, washing 
powder, plastic knives, and forks, but more importantly the box for my 
phone. I kept it for the spare charger, and also the pin.’ 

‘Pin, sir?’ 

“Yes, the pin for unlocking the SIM tray on my phone.’ 

‘Ah!’ the head cleaner suddenly blurted out, startling me by quickly 
raising his hand up. 

He then told me to wait and was gone in an instant. 

Having whisked himself off somewhere I turned to the girl for an 
explanation, getting a plastic smile in return for my quizzical look. She 
went back to what she was doing. 

The cleaner soon reappeared clutching something between his fingers. 
It turned out to be a pin, not the same as mine, but obviously a token 
replacement. He gestured for me to have it. I took it and thanked him, 
with the incontrovertible feeling that by doing so that was it; that was the 
end of the matter: it was now resolved. Accepting his ‘gift’ meant as 
much. Was it over? No, of course it fucking wasn’t. I fumed as I looked 
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at the girl once more. She simply nodded at me, then turned away and 
pretended now to be going through something else. 

So that was it? They knew who this guy was, had his phone number 
in their files, yet couldn’t be bothered to chase him up to get my bag 
back. Weren’t they going to call the police and get them down here to 
carry out a full investigation? As far as the people running this hostel 
were concerned, no, case closed. What a shit start to the day. I’ve been 
scammed into splashing out over 5,000 pesos for some stupid Filipina 
who then blocks me; I get robbed by some guy who thinks he has the 
right to take what isn’t his; made to accept this is all perfectly acceptable 
by ignorant and useless staff. Could the day get any worse, I wondered. 

I tossed the pin in my wallet, grateful I suppose I hadn’t lost anything 
valuable, went back to my room, shaking my head at the imbecility of 
Filipino mentality, then had a shower in the communal bathroom on the 
opposite side of the corridor, praying that nothing else would go wrong 
today. I couldn’t handle any more upsets in my fragile state. 

There was only one more night to go in this hostel. I quite liked the 
idea of having the room to myself now that the thief had gone. I just 
hoped I wasn’t going to get another one come along, tempted to steal 
something else of mine, like my sanity, or what was left of it. 

Perhaps it was my fault; I should have been more security conscious. 
Yet it was true: there was very little room in my locker for anything else. 
It was only big enough for my backpack, and that was it. Further, I doubt 
if it would have made any difference as although there was a hook on the 
door to take a padlock, the hostel did not supply one: you had to bring 
your own, as Gerald had done. | thought it unnecessary as staying in 
hostels is usually safe as there is a certain amount of respect amongst 
fellow travellers. They tend to be very supportive of each other and 
others’ property in as much as you could leave a pair of shoes on the 
floor without suspecting anyone would take them or leave your phone on 
a table whilst it was charging and still expect it to be there when you 
came back two hours later. But that was me trusting others, too much 
perhaps, neglecting to bring into the equation a shady character like 
Gerald whom I never had the opportunity to befriend and therefore could 
not build up such trust. He probably thought he was entitled to help 
himself since we were technically strangers, so in consequence there was 
little connection between us, making it almost acceptable to steal from a 
stranger, especially behind his back. He sneakily ran off with part of my 
belongings thinking the bag contained something worth nicking, like a 
new phone, still in its box. How bitterly disappointed he was going to be 
to find there was no phone. The thought of that occurring was the only 
thing which made me smile so far today. And quite comical also how he 
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had the nerve to lock his things away yet had no scruples about helping 
himself to other people’s property, especially if not locked up, and there 
for the taking. 

Never trust another traveller unless you get to know him first. Build 
up a rapport, then go with gut instinct. If someone comes across as 
dodgy, they are not to be trusted. And strangely one never suspects one is 
in the presence of a thief until it is too late. I felt like asking the hostel 
staff to give me Gerald’s details so I could have a word with him myself 
yet knew full well they would never consent to my request. 

I rested on the edge of my bed and checked my messages. The last 
one from Trev was at 3.35 A.M. saying he was now quitting the casino. 
There was no mention of how much he had won, although previous 
messages stated he was on something like 50,000 pesos. Not bad, I 
thought, until I scrolled back much earlier to see at 2.05 (not long after I 
crawled into bed) he was on 210,000! Did that mean he had lost around 
160,000, and in such a short space of time? I shook my head in disbelief, 
annoyed at his refusal to quit when it was time to do so. How stupid of 
gamblers to carry on playing, all because they think they’re on a winning 
streak, invincible, capable of defeating the tables. Of course, that is what 
casinos rely on: gambler’s greed. They know they must keep playing 
until either their luck runs out or their finances are utterly depleted. How 
else could these organisations make such a fortune if it were not for the 
fallibility of their patrons! 

I wanted to toss the phone down in contempt. Instead, I texted him to 
ask what happened, hardly expecting a reply. After all, it had only just 
gone ten. He would not have got back to his hotel till after 4.00, maybe 
4.30, in the morning, I estimated, and therefore would still be asleep. 

I quit the hostel and headed back up the avenue. My stomach was 
already crying out to be fed. It meant having to walk past the hot spot, 
the scene of the crime, so to speak, and each time now it seemed more 
like a distant memory, yet nonetheless acting as a constant reminder to 
not be so gullible in future. I behaved last night, kept my wits about me, 
despite the amount of alcohol consumed, always acting with the utmost 
caution, even when sitting drinking with Isabel, also later when we were 
eating. It was annoying because at no point did I feel I could truly relax. 
In some bars you must remain vigilant, scrutinising everyone you come 
into contact with, always safeguarding your wallet, phone, and other 
valuables, and being mindful of your drink. 

I remembered back in England going with some friends for a night 
out. We ended up at a bar full of students. I put my untouched pint down 
next to me and turned to the side to talk to a friend, went to pick up my 
pint and it had vanished. In those few seconds someone had deliberately 
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picked it up and walked off with it. After that, I vowed to always keep 
my eye on my drink. Of course, I never went there again, a place full of 
thieving students who have that obnoxious attitude that it’s okay to steal 
because life owes them a living. It wasn’t like that when I was a mere 
teenager. We all respected each other back then. My, how things have 
changed. I was only in my thirties, yet even I was feeling old if you 
could not truly enjoy yourself in an atmosphere where you need to be 
constantly on guard. But that is how I was beginning to feel all the time 
now, always looking over my shoulder, making sure my wallet was still 
safely tucked away, mindful of people lurking nearby, always suspecting 
they might pounce any minute. 

Paranoia and suspicion may help you to live longer but they sure take 
all the fun out of life! 

I shook off my mood and pushed open the door to Burger King. I 
ordered a Junior Whopper meal, sat down by the window and watched 
the world go by. How fascinating. If I were to leave tomorrow, this 
would be something else I would miss. Also, the smile from the pretty 
girl who placed the tray on my table, called me ‘sir,’ and backed off. I 
liked that; it made me feel special. 

I was busy checking my phone between mouthfuls. Nothing from 
Trev still. Strange, I thought, but I wouldn’t put it past him to pick up 
some bird at the casino if he was feeling lucky. He might have taken her 
home, or rather back to his hotel room. 

He was texting me earlier that he had met someone who was acting 
like lady luck last night. She was following him round the tables, in all 
probability hooking onto him as she could see he was winning. There is a 
type of girl you can find at any casino in the Philippines who deliberately 
target what appear to be fortunate men. They hook onto them in the 
belief they will get something in return. No doubt, it would have been the 
same with Trev last night, probably when he was on a winning streak. 
They can smell money a mile away and will pretend to be interested in 
you, even offering to cash in your chips for you, as long as of course they 
get what they want, a small portion of it in return. I was just hoping he 
hadn’t been foolish enough to fall for that con. I felt like texting him, 
“You just don’t get it sometimes. These girls are like hookers, they’re 
working girls. They have no real interest in you, me, or anybody else. 
They’re only interested in themselves and what they can get out of you. 
That’s why you don’t get Sarah and her sister. They swindled you. We 
men are just a means to an end, and this girl probably thought she was 
going to be lucky last night when she met you.’ 

What was the point? It would have fallen on deaf ears anyway. 

I headed back up the avenue wondering what to do. By all rights I 
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should really be heading over to the Bureau of Immigration to sort out 
my visa. I could do that tomorrow, if need be, as I had nothing else on, 
but I was more concerned in speaking with Trev first, finding out how 
much he did win, then we could put a plan of action together and sort out 
our joint business venture. We had to be serious about it, to capitalise on 
our investment by working hard, setting up a small stall on the side of the 
road selling either pizzas or some other foodstuff no one else was doing, 
anything which would appeal to not only expats and tourists, but also 
Filipinos who may want to try something different, perhaps even an 
absurd thing like ice-cream. Can there be anything more refreshing to 
take into your body on a boiling hot day? All it required was a little 
generator for refrigeration, cartons of milk, a small variety of sauces for 
flavouring, and some cones. As a joke I thought it would be humorous to 
set up a Stall right next to the scammers’ hotspot. I’d love it if one day 
we were serving ice-cream and they happened to come along. What a 
day that would be! 

I dismissed my infantile thoughts as I hit the hostel and headed back 
to my room, still waiting for Trev to get back to me. There was no word 
from him. I would leave it till gone lunch time: that was when he usually 
crawled out of bed and dragged his tired old body to the nearest Wendy’s 
for brunch. 

An hour later still no sign from him. I even tried calling him; his 
phone was dead. Perhaps it was out of charge. No, there was something 
definitely wrong here for he should be going out of his way to tell me all 
about what went on last night, bragging about how much he won, even 
relating how he picked up some fancy bit and had a whale of a time with 
her in his room, going into explicit detail, as he usually did. That was 
part of his nature, so therefore it was highly unusual for him not to 
respond, as mates would do normally. Perhaps he had lost everything and 
was too ashamed to admit it to himself, let alone a friend; incapable of 
confessing his misfortune to a confidant. 

My puzzlement got the better of me. I just had to know. 

I decided to head to his hotel. It was only a short walk up the road, on 
the other side of the avenue. 

At the front desk I politely enquired about the guest they had staying 
in room 406, if he was in. 

‘No, sir. We have not seen him today.’ 

‘I understand. He would have come in late last night, or rather this 
morning, about 4 or half 4...’ 

The guy was shaking his head. ‘No, sir. I have been on duty since past 
midnight, and I have not seen him at all.’ 

‘But couldn’t you just check his room, please, see if he’s in.’ 
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‘Sorry, sir. There is no phone in his room.’ 

‘How about me just going up there and knocking on his door?’ 

‘Sorry, sir. Visitors aren’t allowed without prior permission from the 
guest. You will also need ID.’ 

‘I have ID. All I want to do is check to see if he is okay.’ 

‘Is it an emergency, sir?’ 

‘Yes,’ I lied, knowing full well it wasn’t. 

‘T see, sir.’ 

The Filipino got on the phone and a bellboy soon appeared. He was 
given instructions in Tagalog. I watched as he ascended the lift, stopping 
on the fourth floor. I gave the concierge a polite smile, thinking he might 
reciprocate. He didn’t. Instead, he made me wait patiently. Then the lift 
came back down with the bellboy stepping out, shaking his head. 

‘Sorry, sir. He’s not in his room.’ 

‘I see. Thanks, anyway,’ I replied, slightly disheartened. 

I wanted to shout out ‘Bollocks’ as soon as I got outside. Where was 
the silly sod? Now what do I do? It was well gone twelve. The concierge 
was finished behind the desk, having come to the end of his twelve-hour 
shift. I watched through the window as a pretty Filipina took his place. I 
could go back in and try again. It seemed pointless. I checked my phone. 
No messages, no texts, no nothing, not even an update on his Facebook 
page (Trev was always fanatical about keeping it up to date as he liked 
everyone to know where he was, what he was doing, and perhaps most 
importantly of all, who he was getting off with). His last update was 
yesterday afternoon during his bus trip on the way to the casino. He was 
complaining how hot and uncomfortable the ride was becoming, though 
feeling lucky. Did something happen to him on his return? 

Knowing Trev, and his penchant for women, | got to thinking he may 
have picked up a bird at the casino last night, taken her somewhere. I 
remembered him telling me how he had once picked up a girl in a casino 
about half his age. They promptly took a taxi back to his hotel. There 
was no discussion of money before they went to bed, so he assumed she 
wasn’t a prostitute. But when he woke up the next morning, she caused 
him a lot of trouble, demanding money, refusing to leave the room unless 
he paid her something. She was shouting and stamping her feet so loudly 
he had to take her into the CR, get her to calm down. She then sat on the 
toilet seat, clamping onto it so hard with her hands Trev couldn’t shift 
her. In order to get rid of her, he caved in after half an hour and gave her 
1,500 to keep her quiet. That was all he had on him. He was relieved to 
see her go after that, wishing now he hadn’t bothered with her in the first 
place. Perhaps the same thing had happened: he was stuck with another 
troublesome girl who was also demanding payment. I didn’t know. 
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I trudged back up Makati Avenue, past my hostel, to the Wendy’s on 
the corner. He was a creature of habit. He would normally be in there by 
now. I checked the ground floor, by the tills and the small seating area to 
the right, then upstairs. No sign of him. 

I gave up and went back to the hostel. There was not much else I 
could do. I got my phone out and opened up my bank app. Surprisingly it 
was working this time. I took a look at my savings, what little I had left 
in both accounts. It was obvious, if I was to stay on for another month, I 
would need somewhere cheaper. We had always talked about getting our 
own place together, going halves on the rent. We forecasted that if we 
could get an apartment round the back of the avenue, say just up past 
Palugayan Street, then we may find somewhere at a reasonable price, say 
only 16,000, plus electricity and water. That was a remote possibility. 
With the business up and running, after the first month (we estimated it 
would take at least that to get it off the ground properly), we could be 
raking in 4,000 per day easily, minus the overheads, say 1,000, which 
still left 3,000, divided by two, with plenty of disposable income left 
over. What I now had left I was prepared to put into the business. But all 
this was mere speculation. I needed to talk to Trev, the sod, sort out our 
combined finances. Where was he and what was he playing at? I tried 
ringing him again. Still no answer. Why wasn’t he answering the phone? 

I rolled on my bunk bed, reeling with the possibility of ideas, of all 
the things we could do here, of all the things Manila could offer us, of all 
the viable avenues of exploitation we could go down, like trying out all 
the clubs again, this time with a bit more money in our pockets, drinking, 
womanising, and wasting all the rest of our hard-earned cash on other 
pointless pursuits. 

I was looking forward to such a prospect when suddenly I got an alert 
on my phone. It was a notification from one of the Facebook pages I had 
joined when I first came over. The headline read: ‘51-YEAR-OLD NEW 
ZEALANDER SHOT DEAD IN NIGHTTIME ROBBERY.’ What? I 
immediately sat up fearing the worst. ‘Oh no,’ I uttered feebly as I dared 
to scroll down the page, praying I was wrong and that it was referring to 
somebody else. I was reading the paragraph, or trying to, all the while 
my brain refusing to take in the information, the phone shaking in my 
trembling hand. 

It was true. I almost dropped the phone in disbelief. 

At the bottom of the paragraph was a black and white photo of Trev 
taken from his Facebook page. I recognised it immediately, a close-up of 
his face, still wearing the same old baseball cap. There was no doubt it 
was him. 

I had to go back and read the whole of the short article again, the cogs 
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of my mind not meshing properly as if in shock, still trying to get my 
head round the news. Allegedly, Trev had been held up at gunpoint after 
refusing to hand over his winnings from the casino to two hoodlums. The 
gunmen, who had followed his taxi on a motorbike, ambushed him as he 
got out with some Filipina who wished not to be identified. Then an 
argument broke out, but it was not clear if it was a set up. Was the girl 
involved in some way? The victim, with his name given in full, was then 
shot in the stomach, the gunmen snatched his bag and sped off. They 
were believed to have gone in the direction of Pasay and had gotten away 
with at least 100,000 pesos, according to his companion. The victim was 
later found dead at the scene, dying from a single gunshot wound. 

This time the phone really did drop from my hand. I fell back on my 
bunk bed. The realisation hit me full. I shook my head in disbelief, 
feeling numb all over, as if the wind had been taken out of me, like a 
hard punch to the stomach. I was incredulous reading the news, but all I 
could think was, ‘The silly sod.’ I wanted to chastise him for being so 
stupid as to argue when being threatened in that manner. My sadness 
slowly turned to outright bitter hatred and real anger. If only the stupid 
sod had handed the money over. ‘Never argue with someone carrying a 
gun. They always mean business,’ I wanted to shout out to the world. 

I then thought of the girl, believing she must somehow be involved, 
perhaps keeping her two collaborators up to date with his progress, that’s 
why she latched on to him in the casino. 

If only I had gone along with him to the casino; if only I had accepted 
his invitation and joined him; if only I had been there, then perhaps this 
might not have happened. If only ... 

I lay dazed on my bed, semi-comatose, a zombie once more, staring 
blankly at the bottom of the bunk bed above me. 

The sound of my phone ringing roused me out of my catatonic state. I 
didn’t recognise the number. When I answered, it turned out to be the 
police. Apparently, they had to wait to get the phone charged, then 
managed to hack into it to see who had been ringing his phone. As I was 
the last person on the call list they rang me, asking questions about my 
relationship with the deceased. Was I related to him or just a friend? I 
explained I was merely a friend and had only known him for about two 
weeks or so, and the reason for my call last night and this morning was to 
find out if he had been lucky at the casino, and to check that he got home 
safely. I told the policeman, who was well-mannered, well-spoken, and 
very tactful, that upon Trev not answering his phone I went to the hotel 
where he was staying and learnt he had yet to return from the casino. Did 
I know anything about the killers? No, why should I? The police weren’t 
accusing me, only attempting to cover all possible leads. I felt like telling 
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them to check on the girl Trev was with last night as it seemed to me she 
was responsible even though I had no proof of her involvement at all. I 
suppressed the idea and let the policeman hang up. 

Again, I dropped the phone down by my side in disbelief. What was I 
to do now? That call seriously brought home Trev’s murder. I now had to 
accept he was gone, and I would never see him again. The body had been 
identified, the phone was his, and other reports on the news pages further 
confirmed the identity, with some people saying it was his fault: Trev 
was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Others stated he was just 
unlucky. Also, an idiot, what Trev would’ve called a keyboard warrior, 
was making unjust remarks about how there were too many foreigners 
like him in this country anyway, that is why they were being targeted. 
This was a message, he was saying, to get out. Then I read a later report 
which went into a bit more detail: 


‘A huge police search is underway in Manila for two motorcyclists who shot 
dead a New Zealand tourist last night after he left the City of Dreams casino. 

Trevor Brown, 51, from Auckland, was shot dead during an attempt to 
resist a robbery by two men who apparently had been following the taxi he 
was in on a motorbike. 

When it pulled up at the junction of Ayala Avenue and Makati Avenue 
there was an altercation and a single shot was fired, hitting the victim in the 
stomach. One of the two men was then said to have taken a bag containing 
Mr Brown’s winnings before they fled the area. 

Police said the victim died at the scene. 

Makati police are still hunting for the two men involved, who allegedly 
headed back the same way they came, possibly to Pasay, although this has 
yet to be confirmed. 

Back in Auckland, New Zealand, the victim’s family members, who were 
said to be in a state of shock, have already started a fundraising campaign to 
ensure his body is brought home and given a decent burial. A page called 
“Donatewhatyoucan” has been set up to help raise the money, estimating that 
at least $4,000 will be needed, equal to 147,000 pesos. It is not known how 
much money the victim was carrying, although it has been suggested it was 
in the region of 100,000 pesos, according to officials at the casino. It has also 
been confirmed he had little in his bank account and the proceeds from his 
winnings at the casino were to go towards an investment, although it is 
uncertain what that was. 

A post on his page revealed the man was in the Philippines, visiting some 
of the islands, and planned to spend at least another three months here before 
the incident occurred. 

“The loss of such a warm, kind-hearted, trustworthy and lovely man is 
absolutely devastating to us,” a family member said. 

He was described as a person who worked hard in the new home he made 
for himself in Australia before a financial loss forced him to quit, leaving 
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what little he had left with his sister in Auckland. 

“Trev was always one of those people who put others first. He loved to 
travel, and going to Manila was his dream destination. He fell in love with 
the place the first time he went there, and told everyone he wanted to go 
back, even thinking of settling down there,” his sister said. 

“Now this has happened. I’m totally devastated,” she added. 

The body will remain with the authorities till sufficient funds have been 
raised to have it shipped back to his homeland. The New Zealand Embassy 
say they are working in close conjunction with the police and the victim’s 
family to ensure this is expedited smoothly and quickly. 

Police are asking for any information which may lead to the identity of 
his killers. 

The young woman who was with him at the time is thought not to be 
involved, and hardly knew the man. She was too distraught to be able to help 
the police with their enquiries.’ 


I found the fundraising page the news article referred to and donated a 
small amount, all I could really afford. It was only $15 (equivalent to 600 
pesos), hardly a magnanimous gesture, yet if he had still been alive, I’m 
sure Trev would have appreciated the underlying significance. 

I had been foolishly pinning all my hopes on him having a successful 
outcome. That was now gone, cruelly snatched away. Also, somewhat 
idiotically, I kept blaming myself for his death, as if somehow had I been 
there this would not have happened: the catastrophe could have been 
averted. My emotions were getting the better of me. I needed to quash 
them and start thinking clearly, logically. This little trip of mine was now 
turning into something of a disaster, and I still had one more day to go. I 
needed to reconsider my future, to look at all the possible options, if I 
wanted to move forward. 
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Needless to say, I slept badly last night, my mind agitated, my body 
irritable. I spent most of the night tossing and turning, trying to get my 
head round all the perplexities and imponderables that had plagued me so 
far. The major factor which kept me awake was trying to figure out why 
Trev was at that junction of Makati Avenue when it was a good mile 
from his hotel. Had he been deliberately lured there? If so, by whom? 
That woman? Whoever she was, she probably promised him sexual 
favours in return for a slice of his winnings. He was doubtlessly thinking 
he was onto a good thing. It reminded me of my time with Marie where I 
was thinking with my dick, falling for that ploy, rather than exercising 
caution. I thought Trev had more sense than me. And why were the pair 
being dropped off there? It was the heart of the financial district of 
Makati, with no hotels nearby, only businesses and office blocks. Did she 
wilfully force the taxi to stop there knowing the gunmen were not far 
behind? At that time of night, it would have been the perfect place to 
commit the deed as there was nobody around, and thus no eyewitnesses 
to the incident. 

And what happened to the taxi driver? Surely, he was the primary 
witness and in a position to give a full description of the gunmen, the 
licence plate of the motorbike, and the direction they took afterwards, 
etc. Had the police questioned him thoroughly, got accurate descriptions 
of the pair, a full breakdown of what really happened? 

I endeavoured to sleep. It was useless ruminating over circumstances 
when all the facts weren’t really known. You only end up guessing and 
forcing a conclusion, with no proof it is the correct one. However, behind 
it all, I was half-pretending to be a private investigator in my head and 
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eliciting useful leads, making mental notes, getting plenty of eyewitness 
statements from those present, then checking the girl’s identity, seeing if 
she had a dubious past history which may connect her to other similar 
robbery patterns, and finally backtrack the events to the casino where 
there would have been CCTV cameras on nearly every corner, one with 
undoubtedly a good view of the motorcycle in pursuit of the taxi. 

To me it made perfect sense. After all, it was merely common police 
procedure. That only applied to what I knew based on some crime 
investigations in my own country. Here it was very different, as I had 
unfortunately already discovered. That was the Philippines all over, as 
Trev would say, too lackadaisical to do a proper job, to carry out a 
thorough investigation. I even dreamed, during those short bouts of sleep 
I managed to get, that I had undertaken the investigation myself, without 
the collaboration of the police, and concluded it was all a set up: he had 
been marked from the start, and fell for the trap: hook, line, and sinker. 
Then I had to shake that nonsense out of my head as I doubted anything 
would come of it, as surely as my quest for the scum scammers would 
also amount to nought. It was futile. They had probably long gone by 
now, just as Trev’s killers too had vanished. 

I got up and had a shower, hoping this niggling doubt that was still 
bugging me might be washed away in a defiant act of ablution, then 
checked the donations page to see how much money had been raised so 
far. Only about a thousand dollars. Was that all? It was not that people 
weren’t being generous, it was the simple fact that not many people 
knew Trev, for he seemed to have few friends. And one thing which 
astounded me the most was he had a wife in Japan with whom he had 
two kids, yet never mentioned it during the whole time I was with him. I 
only discovered this by chance because she had donated twenty thousand 
yen to the cause and sent her condolences to his family. Apparently, he 
had done some teaching in Japan back in the Nineties and stayed there 
for five years. It was strange how he never mentioned that either. Was it 
something he wished to forget, a bad experience he had erased from his 
mind as if it never happened? Why? In the hope that by doing so he may 
be absolved of any responsibility, like paying alimony, if such a thing 
was applicable over there? He obviously couldn’t keep up the payments 
anyway, knowing how tight his finances were, even back then. 

Surprisingly, I did receive a thank you from his sister who respected 
the fact that I had befriended him and said he had mentioned me when he 
was staying in Antipolo. Being hard up for cash, he texted her on the 
premise of borrowing some money so he could set up a business with 
me. He had already been working on a business plan, estimating a good 
return on a little investment of only $5,000 which would go some way 
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towards the initial outlay, procuring things like equipment, rental space, 
etc., and once the business was up and running, he would be able to pay 
her back in instalments. Again, this was all new to me as he had made no 
mention of it. 

The more I read the comments on his Facebook page the more I 
became aware of what a dark character he really was. He appeared to 
have this other side I was totally oblivious of. I quickly came to the 
conclusion how little I actually knew him or to what depths he could 
descend, as comments by friends and acquaintances were painting a very 
different picture from the guy I considered a friend. Some loved him, 
others reviled him. Some said they were glad to see ‘the loser go’. Others 
were equally condemning of his behaviour, how he ripped off some of 
them then fled, or how he had this habit of borrowing money and rarely, 
if ever, paying it back, and how he tended to impose on people, usually 
well outstaying his welcome to the point where he was forced to leave, 
with many claiming he was nothing but a user. 

One commentator mentioned how Trev got him interested in a 
business venture that was a sure-fire winner, thinking they were going to 
be investing in it on equal terms, until Trev pulled out at the last minute, 
claiming he had been scammed. His business partner-to-be refuted this, 
however, by saying apparently Trev had no money to begin with, and he 
would have had to invest all the money himself. 

Another commented that Trev was the sort of person who always 
denied responsibility for his actions. He related how Trev invited him out 
for a drink one night and took him to this seedy bar where you could get 
a girl to sit with you as long as you bought her a drink. They both told 
the mamasang they weren’t interested. All they wanted to do was to have 
a drink and sing some karaoke. Trev kept getting up and disappearing for 
some reason. It got to the point where towards the end of the night the 
guy was sitting alone at the table, feeling foolish as his mate seemed to 
have disappeared. Just as he was about to check out where Trev was, the 
mamasang thrust a microphone in his hand so he could sing the song he 
had selected. The next thing he knows, two girls quickly take a seat at his 
table, and they are drinking. He could not say anything straight away as 
he was busy singing his song, but found out afterwards Trev had gone 
home and he was left to pay the bill, not only for their drinks but also the 
girls! When he questioned Trev the next day, he replied that he had an 
emergency last night and had to sort it out quickly, and then refused to 
reimburse his friend his half of the bill, denying it was anything to do 
with him. Consequently, they fell out after that. 

It made me sit up and think, after reading this guy’s anecdote. 

Isn’t that why he never mentioned his Japanese wife and kids, as 
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previously intimated, because he denied any responsibility for them? 

He most assuredly had a habit of painting himself in a better light, 
tending to blame others if anything went wrong. Apparently, it was never 
his fault, more often than not somebody else’s. For that reason he lost 
many friends, with this subterfuge of his descending even further by once 
claiming he had risked everything, when in fact he had risked nothing. It 
seemed he was incapable of imparting blame to himself; should a project 
fail he washed his hands of any involvement, dismissing it as if it was 
trivial, even though he was aware some of his friends had lost thousands. 

Reading these comments left me dumbfounded. I couldn’t believe this 
was the same person I had known, albeit only for a short time. Then I 
remembered what Andy had said at the bar that night: ‘I know Trev all 
right,’ suggesting I didn’t. Wasn’t he being disparaging of him in that 
slight remark? Isn’t that what he was implying? He was a man not to be 
trusted, having had dealings with him previously. Yet I’d never seen the 
two of them talking to each other or interacting in any way as to suggest 
a form of friendship or an alliance existed between them. They were not 
even in the habit of acknowledging each other’s presence. Very strange, 

That got me thinking: how well do we really know others, our friends, 
our loved ones, members of our own family? Aren’t we all holding back 
a little part of ourselves when entering any form of relationship lest we 
expose our true selves, thus making us vulnerable? 

I wanted to collapse on the bed again, fraught at the prospect that 
Trev could have taken me for a ride as well, another victim of his self- 
aggrandising schemes, at heart a scammer himself. 

I had had enough. 

I took a good look at my surroundings, at this room, which thankfully 
I still had to myself, and wondered is this what my life here had come to? 
Was this it? Was this what I came here for? Just to end up here? What 
happened to the fun, the excitement I craved, that made me come all this 
way in the first place? 

I looked at my phone. I had one hour left before kicking out time. Did 
I really want to stay here, to get ripped off or scammed again by some 
other girl trying to make out she’s really into me, or be treated like a mug 
by somebody else pretending to be a friend, or hang around with people I 
could no longer trust? 

I quickly checked what flights were available back to England. There 
was one going at 3.15 this afternoon from NAIA, stopping off at Dubai. 
It was a last-minute booking, only £355. I clicked on the link, paid by 
card, and started packing. 

I was still in two minds about my decision, not sure if it was wrong or 
right. All I knew is I wanted to get out of here. And pretty damn quick. 
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I admit I was feeling sorry for Trev yesterday. Now my feelings had 
somewhat changed to the point where they were virtually the opposite. 
But it wasn’t his death that was influencing my decision: it was me. I 
came here to change, to become somebody else, and I had failed in that 
respect. I was still me, and all that I hated about being me. Moving to 
another country, even if only temporary, was not the solution, for it does 
not matter how far you travel, if it be a thousand or even ten thousand 
miles away, you can never move out of your own body, beyond your 
own limitations, or become somebody else just by exploring a new outer 
environment. Sure, each one offers numerous experiences, some good, 
some bad, some plain indifferent, but it is from each of these experiences 
that we grow and develop, becoming the people we really are. 

I realised now it did not matter where I went, I would always be me, 
the same, and the thing that I was desperately searching for, which I still 
hadn’t found, was as elusive as ever because it was so abstract. It was 
something called ‘happiness,’ whatever that was. It could not be found in 
external objects or through other people, but in that which surpassed and 
transcended the ephemeral things constituting Life. I was looking for a 
state of contentment where you were at peace with the world. I knew I 
could never reach that state of mind because I could see there were too 
many things wrong with this world. I could become an activist, try to 
right all the wrongs, or be an environmentalist and help to save our 
wonderful, beautiful planet, or be a campaigner promoting change, etc., 
but these were all meaningless. I was trying to change the outer world, 
when really the only world I needed to change was within, and I could 
not do that, not here, not now, but perhaps only in some artificial 
paradise where the skies were always blue, the sands on the beaches 
white, the water ever clear, and where pollution was never a problem, 
where no environmental threat existed, where there were no evil people 
or scammers who loved to make themselves feel good by making others 
feel bad, and where there was a universal brotherhood with each brother 
having respect for the other, regardless of country, or origin, or colour of 
skin, where one could find peace and solitude for all eternity. 

The pleasures of the flesh this place had to offer were all equally 
moribund and obsolete, I concluded, for they again were fleeting: a few 
minutes of satisfaction, a short respite, and then the craving would kick 
in and you were off again, in search of the next great holy fuck. 

I decided to rethink my future; I needed to if I was going to move 
forward where any form of progress could be made. 

Sitting at the airport two hours later in the departure lounge, clutching 
my ticket, I had to assess whether this adventure of mine had been a 
success or not. Okay, I got scammed, not once, not twice, but a few 
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times, by people who were out to exploit foreigners like me, which 
seemed to be the general case all round. Yes, I was lucky. I only lost a 
few hundred pounds, in stark contrast to some stories I had heard where 
people had lost thousands, and in some cases millions. But I also lost my 
pride, my dignity, and most importantly of all, I lost my shades! 

However, I did meet some great and wonderful people, for which I 
must be grateful, and loved that part of my experience here, but had it 
been worth it, trekking 14,000 miles to the other side of the world? 

It could have been a lot worse, like that Canadian guy who had been 
staying at this dump of a hotel on E. Zobel Street, Makati. He lost a lot of 
money, had most of his clothes stolen, and couldn’t afford to pay the rent 
so he had to leave. They refused to pay him back his deposit, claiming he 
had been causing a nuisance anyway by having girls in his room every 
night, coming up with all sorts of BS excuses to not refund him. They 
scammed him out of thousands of pesos. In the end, he was so broke he 
had to apply to his Embassy to get some support so he could go home. 
Whilst waiting for his flight at the airport he nodded off in the departure 
lounge only to wake up and find someone had stolen the shoes he was 
wearing whilst he was asleep! 

How ever apocryphal that story may be it nevertheless rang true. 
Because to come to a country like the Philippines you had to be careful. 
You can’t trust anybody here. Everyone you come appears to have an 
ulterior motive, and it is always money that motivates them. It isn’t that 
the natives don’t like us foreigners, it is because they have no faith in us, 
and have done so ever since the end of the Second World War. 

The Philippines is one of those countries that is still struggling to find 
its own identity, an identity confused by the very mish-mash of all the 
things that makes it the Philippines, so that it has become wrapped up in 
an inscrutable paradox where they themselves also appear to be baffled 
by it, for here you find old and new, modern and ancient, rich and poor, 
East and West, jostling side by side, each struggling to find its own place 
in a country that is very small. It may be made up of thousands of islands 
but how many of them are habitable? And where the population tends to 
be compacted together rather than scattered around the various regions 
that make up the Philippines you will always find the seeds of distrust 
sown in its rich, fertile soil, where a foreigner will always be a foreigner, 
no matter how hard he may attempt to inveigle his way into a world that 
with never allow him full access, or let him become truly one of them, 
even should he go so far as to marry into the family. 

Also, for a country that is highly populated it is surprising how little 
violence there is. Since I had been here, I had seen no fights, no riots, no 
insurrection, nothing one would associate with a Third World country. I 
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had seen the odd argument here and there but nothing where it escalated 
into outright brute force. And for that I must be grateful. In England we 
have an attitude problem where if something cannot be resolved through 
discussion and mediation, then it inevitably breaks out into violence with 
the imbecilic notion that this is the only way it can be resolved. That was 
another reason why I left. They were too many idiots living there with 
this despicable attitude where it is incumbent upon those from the lower 
working classes to boast they are better than everyone else. This arrogant 
attitude often prevailed in communities where they were less fortunate; 
like a form of compensation, it can only be satisfied by seeking to under- 
mine the more fortunate through ridicule. Thankfully, there was nothing 
of that here, as far as I knew. The odd killings, as in my friend’s case, 
were extremely rare. Besides, it was Trev’s attitude that got him killed: if 
he handed over his bag of money, he would still be alive today. And it is 
regrettable to think he lost his life all because of fifteen hundred quid. 

I concluded, after only being here a month, that the cons heavily 
outweighed the pros. 

I then contemplated on my future, if I really had one, and whether I 
could still carve out something new and make a name for myself, out of 
the billions of people who already inhabit this lonely planet, each one of 
whom is also struggling to find a place in life, to make their mark in a 
world where ‘each man stirs from the trauma of his birth.’ 

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. I took a photo of 
the door to my right that led out onto the hostile city called Manila, 
knowing full well I would never go beyond those doors again. This was 
just a memento, a reminder of what had happened, what I was leaving 
behind, and what could have been. 

I heard the call for my flight, grabbed my things and made my way to 
the plane, joining the long queue of people who were also eager to leave 
this country behind, possibly for the same reasons as myself. I took one 
more look over my shoulder for the last time and followed them onboard. 

I was glad to be going home, wherever that was. 
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Oh, what are we to do with our time upon this earth, 

Where each man stirs from the trauma of his birth? 

We must awaken to the fact: that this is reality however grim, 
Knowing any chance of success was always going to be slim. 

Lucky they who are given to a life of wealth and excess, 

Indulging in their riches, being thus bounteously blessed. 

Others have to defend for themselves when they come of age, 

And are left to wallow in their poverty, misery, anger, and rage. 
Tho’ there be some who may strive to aspire by seeking solace 
Through travel, and choosing to stay in a remote, exotic place. 

Yet many will end up disappointed, their search coming to no avail. 
Having failed to find that elusive goal, despondency tends to prevail. 
Now feeling weary, lonely, depressed, tired, and weak, 

With a heavy heart, and an outlook bordering on bleak, 

They’re forced to return home, now looking more lost and distraught, 
No nearer to any form of comfort: it was not as easy as they thought. 
Alas, it makes little difference if you are born rich or if you are poor, 
At the end of the day, nobody can defy death; of that you can be sure. 
Lastly, from all the struggles and misfortunes that we meet, 

What life throws at us will leave many drowning in defeat. 
Eventually, having suffered nothing but tribulation all round, 

We all end up somewhere in a rectangular hole in the ground. 
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